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S U M M A R Y  
This thesis documents an action research project that was carried out within the Department of 
Computing Sciences at the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU), South Africa, from January 
2010 to December 2011. The overall aim of the research was to foster an environment in which academics 
could explore ways to teach using an integrative approach to education. 
Previous research within the department had raised the concern that students were graduating without 
the type of high-level cognitive skills that were required in the workplace. While the students’ technical 
skills were perceived as being excellent, employers indicated that students would benefit from 
opportunities to develop or improve skills such as communication, teamwork, innovative thinking and 
time management. These skills include high-level cognitive skills, and are often referred to as “soft skills”.  
The academics participating in the research project came to believe that it was essential to develop 
teaching methods that would provide opportunities for students to develop these soft skills, in 
conjunction with the content and technical knowledge currently addressed in their courses. 
The research project followed the living theory approach to action research. A living theory action 
research project allows the researcher to investigate her own teaching, and develop a theory of practice. 
The theory of practice can be applied to the issues under investigation, to improve the situation or solve 
problems. At the same time, the theory of practice can contribute to the body of knowledge within the 
academic domain of the research. 
Action research is an iterative, cyclical process. There were four research cycles, each one semester in 
length, during the two years of the project. The project will continue, with a fifth research cycle, starting in 
January 2012. By the end of the fourth research cycle—Semester Two, 2011—there were eleven 
academics actively participating in the research group. The project had extended its influence to include 
academics from the Department of Mathematics at NMMU. The academics ranged from senior, long-
serving professors to junior lecturing staff. 
The results of the research, or the researcher-practitioner’s living theory, explain the process by which an 
effective and enthusiastic community of practice, dedicated to improving the academics’ teaching and 
learning practice, was developed. The living theory is applicable to academics within a scientific discipline, 
desiring to explore and improve their education practice. My living theory explains the characteristics of 
the TLC (The Learning Community) space, and the action strategies for creating such a space. The 
explanation of the process of this project includes an analysis of the development process of the research 
group, typical characteristics of the environment or “space” of the group, and action strategies that other 
academics could use to create a similar community of practice. 
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C h a p t e r  1    
I N T R O D U C T I O N  
“No matter how he may think himself accomplished, when he sets out to learn a new language, 
science or the bicycle, he has entered a new realm as truly as if he were a child newly born into 
the world.”  
 Frances Willard 
This thesis documents the process and results of a research project that was aimed at generating an 
awareness amongst academics of the need for integrative education within a university environment. 
Integrative education is a form of holistic education. It addresses all aspects of the student’s life, not just 
the content or subject matter of a particular programme or course (Palmer & Zajonc 2010). 
The project, undertaken within the Department of Computing Sciences, in the Faculty of Science at the 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU) in Port Elizabeth, South Africa, involved a group of 
academics enquiring into methods of improving their teaching and learning practice, so as to enhance 
Computing Sciences students’ learning experiences. At the same time as improving practice, the results of 
the enquiry would contribute to the body of knowledge within the domains of Computing Sciences 
education and the scholarship of teaching and learning.  
The foundation of the scholarship of teaching and learning is that the practice of teaching is itself a form 
of scholarship (Boyer 1990; McNiff & Whitehead 2006). The study of teaching practice contributes to a 
body of knowledge that has value, if made accessible to practitioners. The scholarship of teaching and 
learning was recently highlighted within NMMU as being an important research domain across all 
disciplines (NMMU 2011). 
This research project falls into the ACM category: K.3.2 Computer and Information Science Education 
(ACM 1998), as well as the domain of the scholarship of teaching and learning (Boyer 1990). 
This chapter will provide the background of the project (Section 1.1); explain the rationale for using an 
action research methodology, which is fundamental to both the type of research and the stucture of the 
thesis itself (Section 1.2); discuss the nature of the problem (Section 1.3); describe the anticipated 
contribution of the research (Section 1.5); and set out the structure of the thesis (Section 1.6). 
1.1 Background 
At the beginning of 2010, a group of ten academics within the Department of Computing Sciences at 
NMMU began an action research project, the Computing Studio. This was a continuation of a masters 
research project which investigated teaching methods for promoting students’ innovation and creativity 
(van der Post 2010). One outcome of the masters research had been the proposal that the Computing 
Studio teaching method, produced as a result of the research, be further developed as a teaching 
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approach to be made available for use within the Department of Computing Sciences. A Learning System 
Model had been developed during the masters research (Section 1.1.1), and then used to describe the 
Computing Studio teaching method (Section 1.1.2). 
The original intention of the Computing Studio teaching method was to focus on developing students’ 
creativity and innovation. However, results of the masters research had suggested that there was a need 
for students within the department to develop high-level cognitive skills.  
High-level cognitive skills are the cognitive and conceptual skills at the higher levels of Bloom’s taxonomy 
of educational objectives in the cognitive domain (Overbaugh & Schultz 2010), particularly at the Applying, 
Analyzing, and Evaluating levels (Section 3.2.4.1).  
The levels of student learning and thinking that were reported by academics participating in the 
Computing Studio research indicated that the need to investigate ways to improve students’ thinking, 
learning and communication skills (or high-level cognitive skills), in general, was more urgent than 
focusing on creativity and innovation. High-level cognitive skills were necessary for other aspects of a 
student’s education (Section 3.2.4.1).  
The Computing Studio teaching method that had been developed during the masters project was thought 
to be an appropriate tool for improving students’ high-level cognitive skills. The initial aim of the 
Computing Studio action research project was therefore to develop the Computing Studio teaching 
method as a tool to assist academics in their teaching. 
The Learning System Model and the Computing Studio teaching method are central to the research 
project described in this thesis. An overview of each is provided in the following subsections in order to 
explain the structure of the Learning System Model and how it can be used to describe a teaching method 
such as the Computing Studio teaching method. This explanation will aid understanding of the relationship 
between the Learning System Model and the Computing Studio teaching method and the activities and 
results of this project. 
1.1.1 The Learning System Model 
A learning system is a learning environment that consists of pedagogical processes and theoretical 
perspectives that work together to create an effective learning experience for students, rather than a set 
of isolated procedures (Shaffer 2007). The Learning System Model used in this research project consists of 
five interrelated elements (Figure 1.1): 
1. The philosophy, which is the core element of the model, and refers to the conceptual and 
intellectual concepts that underpin the teaching and learning activities. Philosophy, in the context 
of this model, is a broad term that incorporates the ontology (the nature of being, or existence), 
epistemology (theory of knowledge), ethics and values that give rise to the pedagogical strategies 
of the learning system. 
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2. The pedagogical activities, which are described by the strategies and structures that organise the 
teaching and learning activities. These include the nature of the interactions between the 
facilitator or teacher and the students, the content of the course or programme, and the 
assessment activities. 
3. The surface structure, which relates to the physical aspects. The physical aspects are time, space 
or venue, materials, ratio of students to lecturer, and relevant technology. 
4. The profile of the facilitator, or what is required of the facilitator, teacher or lecturer conducting 
the course or programme. 
5. The profile of the students must be considered as part of the overall learning system. The profile 
of students may change, for example from year to year, or be influenced by changing external 
factors. The facilitator must be aware of the current student profile, and the fact that the profile 
will not remain static, as students change during educational processes. 
 
Figure 1.1 Learning System Model (van der Post 2010) 
Defining a learning system in this way shows how each element helps to create the conditions for the 
others to be successful (Shaffer 2007) and how they relate to each other. The philosophy of the facilitator 
is at the core, and affects decisions made regarding all other elements. Pedagogical activities are chosen 
as a result of the underlying philosophy, but also need the physical aspects of the surface structure to be 
in place, in order to be followed. The profiles of the facilitator and students are affected by all three of 
these aspects, and vice versa, and so are placed as the outermost layer. 
The Learning System Model can be used as a summary of teaching methods, requirements of the 
facilitator (who may be facilitator, teacher, lecturer or academic), and the characteristics of the students. 
The circular, layered structure of the diagram is intended to show the relationship of the elements, and 
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the important factors within each element. The layered structure is indicative of both the interdependent 
nature of the elements of the learning system and the hierarchical relationships between them. 
The Learning System Model can be used in two ways. Firstly, it can be used to describe typical 
characteristics of an existing learning system or teaching method. Secondly, it can be used as a guiding 
strategy by academics wishing to create a learning system similar to that being described. Academics who 
desire to follow a similar methodology in their teaching and learning practice would develop action 
strategies to create similar characteristics in their own practice. 
A particular Learning System Model would have a specific intention, with the content of each element 
being appropriate for the intention. The Computing Studio teaching method (Section 1.1.2) is one example 
in which the typical characteristics of a particular teaching method are described using the elements of 
the Learning System Model. The Computing Studio teaching method aims to promote creativity and 
design thinking skills in students, as well as to facilitate the usual learning objectives of the modules or 
programmes in which it is applied. The pedagogical activities, surface structure and profiles support the 
achievement of this aim. 
The Computing Studio teaching method was the starting point of the research project, and is explained in 
the following section. 
1.1.2 The Computing Studio Teaching Method 
The Computing Studio teaching method is based in a traditional design studio teaching method that has 
been adapted for a computing education environment (van der Post 2010). The aim is to provide a 
synthesis of methods for academics without formally developed creative design skills (non-design 
academics) to use in their teaching in order to promote their students’ design thinking and creativity.  
Creative design disciplines such as graphic design, industrial design and architecture, are typically taught 
using the design studio as a central educational device (Lawson 2006). The educational structures and 
activities in design studio teaching are very similar to those in actual design practice. Students are given 
design problems, which they must then solve. The result is that students learn design process and thinking 
by actually doing it, rather than by studying or analysing it conceptually. 
The Computing Studio method, although grounded in design studio teaching methods, can be used in any 
computing module, whether it has a specific design component, or is mostly theoretical. The Computing 
Studio teaching method is summarised in Tables 1.1a and 1.1b. 
The Computing Studio teaching method follows four elements of typical creative design studio teaching 
methods (van der Post 2010): 
 The studio method is built around the concept of reflective practice. Reflective practice entails 
the practitioner—in this case both the academic and the students—to be in a process of 
constant reflection on his or her own developing practice. By applying external critique and 
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constant questioning, a deeper understanding of technical knowledge and the creative 
process is developed. 
 Design educators follow an experiential teaching and learning approach which can be 
described as learning-by-experience. Design is best learnt by practising it, rather than by 
analysing and studying the theoretical concepts. This is achieved through the use of a studio 
environment, design critique, and an open, respectful relationship between lecturer and 
students. 
 The method of the studio can be described as one of constant questioning. The student must 
explain and defend choices: methods, processes, solutions, and implementation, describing 
how they fit with the proposed solution and convincing both lecturer and peers of their 
suitability. 
 A fourth element that is fundamental to the concept of the Computing Studio teaching 
method, is that of making the implicit explicit. The intention behind the development of the 
Computing Studio teaching method was to explain the knowledge and teaching methods that 
design studio educators understand, and apply, in a tacit way. Knowledge and skills that are 
explicitly described, can be accessed and adapted by educators who do not have the implicit 
knowledge. As well as describing the teaching methods, the idea of making the implicit explicit 
is an important method for Computing Studio educators to use within the classroom, to assist 
their students’ learning. 
Table 1.1a Summary of Computing Studio Teaching Method 
p
h
il
o
so
p
h
y
  
Artefacts produced are more or less well-expressed solutions;  
not right nor wrong, but the most appropriate for the situation. 
Ideas are developed and refined in an iterative process. 
Design ideas reflect interpretation of each individual. 
p
e
d
a
g
o
g
ic
a
l 
A
ct
iv
it
ie
s 
Nature of 
Interactions 
Plan activities specifically for interaction in a structured way. 
Students must be aware of necessity for engagement from the start, and feel a 
negative impact if they do not participate as required. (Or have such a strongly 
positive result from participating that it encourages them.) 
Find “playful” ways to engage all students. 
Plan content to teach around the experiential learning cycle. 
Activities must encourage sharing of ideas and learning from each other. 
Provide criteria to be used for constructive criticism. 
Content Use a flexible approach to content and structure of sessions. 
Use assignments to explore theory in advance of contact session. 
Use leading questions and a dialogic lecture structure to enhance engagement when 
traditional lectures are necessary. 
Explore the concept of related assignments to highlight iterative nature of design 
process. 
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su
rf
a
ce
 s
tr
u
ct
u
re
 
Time Need to plan in advance to use time effectively. 
Students complete tasks and assignments relevant to concepts prior to contact 
sessions. 
Use assignment/presentation schedule to ensure all students or groups have the 
same opportunities. 
Be strict about attending class on time. 
Space Use computer lab for all sessions to facilitate interaction. 
Have a facility whereby everyone can view same data, for example overhead data 
projector or electronic “project wall”. 
Student-Lecturer 
Ratio 
Set group tasks and assignments to facilitate interaction and communication. 
Materials Provide students with specific instructions for using tools such as design journal, 
scrapbook and prototyping. 
Include design journal and scrapbook in assessment to encourage effective use and 
shift focus from product to process. 
fa
ci
li
ta
to
r 
 Learn design process by practising it in module planning workshop. 
Learn computing studio method by experiencing it in module planning workshop. 
Develop personal reflective practice through use of design journal. 
Identify own learning style to be aware of personal preferences. 
Plan teaching for all learning styles. 
Participate in a community of practice.   
st
u
d
e
n
ts
  
Understand what motivates students and their main concerns in order to better 
facilitate learning process.  
Table 1.1b Summary of Computing Studio Teaching Method 
 
Assessment Design Critique 
Set clear expectations about whether or not class assignments will be given 
marks. 
Provide feedback on assignments by incorporating it into interactive discussions 
of theory. 
Set ground rules or clear format for critique sessions. 
Peer assessment can provide useful feedback as well as develop critical thinking 
skills. 
Final Grading 
Include a portfolio as part of the final assessment. 
Test and exam questions should reflect class discussions and require critical and 
analytical thinking. 
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1.2 Research Methodology: Action Research 
The nature of the problem situation for the project described in this report (Section 1.3) and the 
positioning of the research project as contributing towards the scholarship of teaching and learning 
(Section 1.1), led to the selection of action research as the most appropriate methodology. 
Action research methodology and reporting differs to some degree from traditional hypothetico-
deductive scientific research methods (McNiff & Whitehead 2006; Baskerville 1999). This section will 
therefore first present an overview of action research as a methodology, before explaining its relevance 
for the project. 
1.2.1 What is Action Research? 
Action research allows the researcher to investigate his own practice. It is practitioner-based research in 
which the researcher-practitioner aims to learn about his practice, or work, and develop his own theories 
(McNiff 2002; Costello 2003; McNiff & Whitehead 2006; Lau 1999). These theories are theories of 
practice, and can be implemented to effect positive change, and to contribute to the body of knowledge 
in the researcher’s academic domain. 
Action research enables the researcher-practitioner to either apply an existing theoretical framework to 
her practice, and investigate the results, or to develop a theory as a result of her enquiry into her practice 
(Davison, Martinsons & Kock 2004). 
Action research can take a number of different forms. Baskerville (1999), for example, lists ten. While 
different forms are suitable for different situations, in general, action research is relevant for studies that 
intend to enhance the understanding of complex human organizations and social settings (Baskerville 
1999). The research investigates the particular situation in which the researcher-practitioner is involved, 
and the theory that is generated is specific to that situation. According to Baskerville (1999), action 
research “aims for understanding of a complex human process rather than presenting a universal social 
law”. The theory itself will not be generalizable to all situations; however, the knowledge acquired can 
contribute to the development of general theory in the relevant domain. 
“Such practice knowledge—generated in, for, and through a particular situation 
of action—may be made explicit and put into a form that allows it to be 
generalized … in such a way that both the problem and action strategies can be 
carried over to new situations perceived as being similar to the first.” 
  (Schön 1995) 
Action research has been found to be particularly relevant in the domains of Information Systems and 
Education, as it can bring about necessary change in real-world settings (de Vries 2007). The researcher-
practitioner reaches understanding of the situation or process through introducing changes and then 
studying how these changes affect the situation (Baskerville 1999). 
 
CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
  Page 9 
Action research is typically an iterative, cyclical process (Lau 1999; Avison, Lau, Myers & Nielsen 1999; de 
Vries 2007). This process begins with diagnosis of the problem situation; interventions are then carried 
out via an action plan; this is followed by a process of reflection; which results in evaluation and 
reassessment of the situation; and so to the beginning of the next iteration. 
Problems that are suitable for exploration using an action research methodology address a specific social 
setting, in which the researcher is usually actively involved (Baskerville 1999). In an action research study, 
it is anticipated that there will be a benefit for both the researcher and the relevant group of participants. 
The knowledge that is acquired as a result of the research can be directly applied to the circumstances 
under study. 
A typical action research project does not begin with an extensive literature study, because the relevant 
literature is determined by the specific data that is collected as the project progresses (Dick 2000). The 
literature study and results of the earlier masters degree research (van der Post 2010), and an 
investigation of texts relating to the action research methodology itself, formed the preliminary literature 
review for this project. This is reflected in the List of References at the end of this thesis. 
1.2.2 Why Action Research? 
Although action research has not been formally used in research projects within the Faculty of Science at 
NMMU, action research is an established research method that has been used since the mid-twentieth 
century. Action research has been used within the NMMU’s Faculty of Education, and Professor Lesley 
Wood leads an Action Research unit at the university (NMMU 2011a). Action research has become 
recognised as a useful Computing research methodology, especially in Information Systems, since the late 
1990s (Baskerville 1999). 
When doing research, one must first clarify one’s philosophical assumptions, as these will shape the type 
of research problem or question one forms to explore the issue of concern (Grix 2002). The type of 
question will in turn indicate the most applicable research methodology.  
The philosophical paradigm of the researcher, and the nature of the research situation, indicated action 
research as an appropriate research methodology for this project. 
1.2.2.1 Philosophical Paradigm 
The philosophical assumptions of the researcher provide a framework, or set of beliefs, that will guide her 
research activities (Denzin & Lincoln 1998). Different terms are used for describing a philosophical 
framework (Creswell 2007). A philosophical perspective, paradigm, viewpoint, position, one’s worldview, 
or Weltanschauung, are terms that are used by different authors and researchers to refer to a similar 
concept: one’s underlying philosophical beliefs or assumptions. 
One’s philosophical assumptions consist of one’s ontological, epistemological and methodological 
viewpoints (Grix 2002). An ontological viewpoint is the personal assumption one makes about the nature 
of reality, or existence. One’s epistemological viewpoint will be directly related to one’s ontology, or how 
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one views reality, as epistemology is concerned with and what one can know about one’s reality. One’s 
methodological viewpoint is dependent on one’s personal ontology and epistemology, as it concerns one’s 
assumptions about how one should go about acquiring knowledge. 
The philosophical paradigm of the Computing Studio method, which was the starting point for this 
research, is constructivist (van der Post 2010). Constructivism is a recognised interpretivist paradigm, and 
typically leads to a qualitative research methodology (Creswell 2007). Interpretivist research aims at 
“understanding the complex world of lived experience from the point of view of those who live it” 
(Schwandt 1998). This leads to qualitative research methods, which emphasise processes and meanings, 
rather than quantitative data that can be measured (Denzin & Lincoln 1998). 
A constructivist paradigm views meaning as created by individuals as they develop an understanding of 
their world from their experiences (Guba & Lincoln 1998; Creswell 2007; Allison & Pomeroy 2000). An 
underlying assumption of a constructivist paradigm is that there are multiple realities that can be 
perceived as valid, rather than a single, objective truth. Individuals develop their own subjective 
understanding and meanings about their world from their interpretations of their experiences. In a 
constructivist paradigm, people are not separate from the world around them, as their reality is 
constructed from their experience.  
This is in contrast to the positivist paradigm more traditionally followed in scientific research. Positivism 
holds that there is an objective reality that we are able to perceive, separate to ourselves (Allison & 
Pomeroy 2000), and this same, shared reality is perceived by all.  
Research grounded in a constructivist paradigm aims to understand the social context of the research 
situation by investigating the experiences of the participants in the research. Theory is generated 
inductively in the process of the enquiry, rather than a theory being proposed, in the form of a hypothesis, 
at the start of the research, as is the case with research in a positivist paradigm. 
Constructivist research methods tend to centre on the specific contexts within which the individuals 
involved in the enquiry are engaged, and often focus on the interactions amongst these individuals 
(Creswell 2007). Action research is a method within this paradigm with a practical, problem-solving 
approach (Lau 1999). This approach allows the researcher to be involved actively as a participant in the 
study (Oates 2006; McNiff & Whitehead 2006). At the same time the researcher can contribute to the 
body of knowledge within her field, by inductively generating a theory that can be applied and tested in a 
reflective and iterative process. Action research conducted from a constructivist perspective is a powerful 
methodology for developing personal practice. 
The types of problems that have relevance for teaching and learning cannot be studied using traditional 
hypothetico-deductive methods (Schön 1995), as the problems typically need to be studied in the actual 
situation in which they occur. Each research situation will have its own unique context and concerns, and 
the researcher must work with all the elements of the specific situation. The researcher is therefore not 
able to set up proper control groups, or exclude certain phenomena, or meet other standards of rigour 
required by positivist research methodologies.  
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Action research, in contrast to typical hypothetico-deductive methods, can be beneficial for studying 
research problems in the scholarship of teaching and learning. Action research can be used to address real 
problems and situations. It is participatory research, in which the researcher can be an active participant 
and agent for change (Gray 2009). 
Action research may be undertaken by an individual researcher-practitioner, or a group of researcher-
practitioners. It is participatory and collaborative, as it involves one or more researchers working together 
with other participants within the situation under investigation. Action research is aimed at learning how 
to improve personal practice, and to contribute to the researcher’s social and academic context (McNiff & 
Whitehead 2006). 
Participatory research of this nature therefore implies that the personal understanding of the researcher 
will inform the observation and deductions made (Baskerville 1999; Lau 1999). This is appropriate for 
research conducted within a constructivist paradigm, whereas within a traditional, positivist paradigm 
personal interpretation would be regarded as bias on the part of the researcher.  
The main epistemological assumption of action research, from the constructivist tradition, is that the 
creation of knowledge is a continual process. It is therefore impossible to arrive at final answers, so an 
action research enquiry is open-ended (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). This allows for continuous research 
cycles, in order to address changes that may occur within the research situation. 
1.2.2.2 Situation under Investigation 
The initial issue under investigation in this study was how to assist academics in developing their students’ 
high-level cognitive skills (Section 1.3). This situation was specific to the particular context, which was of a 
complex, social nature, within an education environment. It should not be assumed that computing 
students would intuitively develop cognitive abilities (McLoughlin, Miron & O’Sullivan 2000); however, it 
has been suggested that an active learning environment could support the development of high-level 
cognitive skills (Limbach & Waugh 2009). The Computing Studio teaching method offered an active 
learning environment that could be further applied and studied, although without there being a specific 
hypothesis to be tested. Therefore a traditional hypothetico-deductive method was not appropriate. 
There were ten academics involved in the research group, which, within a constructivist paradigm, meant 
ten individual perspectives and realities. There were complex interactions taking place between these ten 
individuals, both between members of the research group, and with their students. Each academic, as an 
individual, had his or her own personality, personal educational philosophy, and underlying value system. 
These personal perspectives affected interactions and teaching practice. The Computing Sciences 
Department at NMMU presents the disciplines of both Computer Science and Information Systems. This is 
not the case in every tertiary institution, as the disciplines are often located separately within the Science, 
Commerce, Engineering or Mathematics faculties. The nature of the modules being taught varied between 
academics; some were core to the discipline of Computer Science; some were more oriented towards 
Information Systems students; and others were offered as service courses to students in all faculties of 
the university. Some modules were highly theoretical; others were very applied in nature. The individuals 
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in the research group ranged from senior, long-serving academic staff (professors and associate 
professors) to junior and short-term contract staff. 
The nature of the problem under investigation—how to improve teaching and learning practice in order to 
develop students’ high-level cognitive skills—was a “wicked” problem (Rittel & Webber 1973). Wicked 
problems are ill-defined, and the act of studying and understanding the problem changes the nature of 
the problem itself (Section 2.2.4). Schön (1995) describes the nature of an enquiry intended to investigate 
problems of this type, in terms of John Dewey’s concept of research as thought connected with action. 
“The inquirer is in, and in transaction with, the problematic situation. He or she 
must construct the meaning and frame the problem of the situation, thereby 
setting the stage for problem-solving, which, in combination with changes in the 
external context, brings a new problematic situation into being.”  
 (Schön 1995) 
Action research was considered to be appropriate for this research project as it would enable all ten 
academics to engage in an ongoing enquiry into their practice. Action research’s practical, problem-solving 
orientation, combined with reflective practice as a critical part of the research cycle, would enable the 
researcher-practitioners to both learn and generate new knowledge (Avison et al. 1999; Baskerville 1999; 
Lau 1999). 
In the particular circumstances of the project, each semester brings change. The change takes the form of 
a new group of students, technological changes that lead to updates in content, and often a change of 
lecturer for any given module. With this continual change in the situation, no “solution” could be deemed 
a “final answer”. An ongoing action research enquiry would be an appropriate methodology to explore 
ways of improving practice in such a changing environment. 
1.2.3 Which Form of Action Research? 
The particular type of action research methodology chosen as most applicable for the situation under 
investigation in this study was the living theory approach (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). This approach, and 
the rationale for its applicability, is explained below. 
Action research, like other qualitative research methods, is typically grounded in values (McNiff & 
Whitehead 2006; Creswell 2007). Values can be described as what a person considers to be important, or 
part of one’s fundamental belief system (Chippendale 2001). Values that are relevant for action research 
include the values of the researcher as well as institutional, social and domain-specific values. An action 
research question is typically centred on the researcher-practitioner’s own practice, and usually arises 
from the tension between the values held by the researcher and the denial of these values within his 
practice.  
Within the variations of action research methods there is a methodology, the living theory approach, that 
has as a primary intention the facilitation of an investigation into the tension between values held, and 
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values lived (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). Researchers who follow this methodology develop a living theory 
based on their own practice, which allows the researcher to explore the living contradiction that they 
experience, by relating their personal values to the domain of the problem. A living contradiction can be 
defined as the experience of holding certain values, and not living out these values in one’s practice. This 
typically leads to tension, or conflict, as one’s personal values or beliefs are in conflict with those of one’s 
work situation. The researcher’s personal values are applied to the interpretation and evaluation of the 
research results, and used as a standard by which the researcher’s actions, claims and theories can be 
judged (Section 1.4.1). 
The report of such research is narrative in nature, told using the voice appropriate for the context, which 
is the voice of the researcher-practitioner (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). The living theory is developed from 
the experience and self-investigation of the researcher-practitioner. The “I” is therefore central to the 
study and must be included in the report. 
A narrative approach to writing a research report is significantly different to the formal, objective, third-
person stance in the writing of a traditional, positivist thesis. The living theory narrative approach is 
aligned with the rhetorical style of qualitative researchers in general, as explained by Creswell (2007): 
“Qualitative researchers tend to embrace the rhetorical assumption that the 
writing needs to be personal and literary in form. For example, they use 
metaphors, they refer to themselves using the first-person pronoun, “I”, and they 
tell stories with a beginning, middle, and end, sometimes crafted chronologically, 
as in narrative research.” 
A more extensive and detailed discussion of the nature of action research in general, and its particular 
application to this project, is given in Chapter 2. 
The next section of this chapter describes how the context of the researcher and her practice has given 
rise to this research project. As mentioned previously, a living theory report is narrative in nature, with the 
researcher, or the “I”, being central to both the investigation and the description thereof. The remainder 
of this report is therefore written in the first person. 
1.3 Context of the Research 
The initial aim of the research project was to develop the Computing Studio teaching method as a tool to 
assist academics to teach for high-level cognitive skills. The research group became known within the 
Department of Computing Sciences as the Computing Studio group. As the project progressed, following 
an action research methodology, the research aim evolved. This is not unusual in action research 
enquiries (Gray 2009). This section explains the issue of concern and how the main focus of the project 
evolved during the action research process. 
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1.3.1 Personal Context 
My personal values and educational philosophy direct the focus of my concern, as is appropriate for an 
action research investigation (McNiff 2002). My educational philosophy is based on a constructivist 
paradigm, as is my research. However, prior to this research project, both my educational philosophy and 
my personal values had been implicit, and not consciously articulated. The conscious articulation of my 
values and educational philosophy highlighted my concerns and helped me to determine the factors that 
were most relevant to improving my practice. This, in turn, led to a shift in the focus of my personal 
research enquiry. 
In a workshop held during the second research cycle of the project—Semester Two, 2010—with the 
Computing Studio research group, I identified and documented the educational values which inform my 
practice. The values that are relevant to the research project are: 
 Academic freedom; 
 Integrity; 
 Nurturing growth and self-fulfilment; 
 Education of the whole person; 
 Reflective practice; 
 Responsibility for one’s own learning, growth and development; 
 Respect for individuality and each person’s right to their own ideas, beliefs and values; 
 Creativity and innovation; 
 Flexibility; and 
 Developing understanding by making the implicit explicit. 
These values are fundamental to the nature, process, and content of my research, and have been 
continually referenced in interpreting and evaluating the project activities, planning and results.  
Writing my values down, so that they were available to me in a concrete format, helped me to determine 
what to focus on as the project progressed. It also helped me to understand the reasons for choices I 
made implicitly. This, in turn, assisted me in explaining my plans and interventions to the other 
participants in the research group, thus making the implicit explicit. 
Section 1.4.1 sets out how these values have been incorporated into the standards by which I wish my 
work to be judged. I have endeavoured to show how the events and outcomes of the research cycles 
relate to my values, in the narrative sections that describe the cycles (Chapter 3 and Chapter 4). 
Section 8.4 summarises how my values have been expressed as standards of practice throughout the 
unfolding of the research project. 
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1.3.2 Defining the Focus of the Research Project 
The Computing Studio research project began in January 2010 as an action research project, with a group 
of ten academics, including myself, from the Department of Computing Sciences at NMMU. This was as a 
result of the interest of my colleagues in the Computing Studio teaching method that I had proposed in 
my masters research. 
Apart from myself and the three colleagues who had participated in my masters case study, five other 
academics in the Department of Computing Sciences had expressed their interest in participating in the 
research. These academics ranged from junior to senior levels, and wanted to explore the idea of applying 
Computing Studio methods to the teaching of several computing modules, at both undergraduate and 
post-graduate level. The interest had been generated from the feedback and discussion of the masters 
research (van der Post 2010). Students in the case study modules that had used the Computing Studio 
teaching methods were enthusiastic about the change in approach. The results of these modules had 
been at least as good as those of previous classes taught using traditional methods. The lecturers who had 
been involved in the case study recognised the benefits of the Computing Studio teaching methods and 
wanted to continue to improve their practice. 
I was interested in focusing my personal exploration on two main aspects, as a result of the 
recommendations of my masters research. Firstly, how to determine the validity of the method for 
developing high-level cognitive skills in students; and secondly, improving my understanding of how to 
equip and prepare academics for using the Computing Studio method. I had provided the theoretical 
material describing the Computing Studio teaching method to the case study lecturers at the start of the 
semester, but this had been inadequate preparation for them to be able to apply the methods effectively 
(Section 3.2.5).  
As already mentioned in Section 1.2.2.2, the issues I wanted to investigate could be described as a 
“wicked” problem (Rittel & Webber 1973). A wicked problem is one that is not clearly defined and 
requires divergent thinking to be solved (van der Post, Cowley & Barnard 2010). The resolution of a 
wicked problem depends on the perceived value of the solution, as the problem itself only becomes 
clearly defined and understood as one searches for a solution. Wicked problems are typically explored 
using an iterative process. The iterative, cyclical nature of action research echoes the process required to 
explore, understand and ultimately resolve a wicked problem (Section 2.2.4). It was this iterative process 
that enabled me to more clearly define the problem as the research cycles progressed. 
It is quite usual in action research (Dick 2000; Gray 2009), and in qualitative research in general (Creswell 
2007), for the research questions to change. Part of the nature of wicked problems, and action research 
questions, is that the focus of the problem is clarified and refined with each successive iteration or cycle. 
The research questions will change to reflect the shift in focus, in order to lead to better understanding of 
the problem itself (Creswell 2007). 
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The initial broad aim of the research group was to use the Computing Studio teaching method within the 
Department of Computing Sciences to develop our students’ high-level cognitive skills (Section 1.1). 
During the first semester of 2010, which was the first cycle of the action research project, the feedback of 
the research group academics confirmed that many of our students needed to develop better thinking, 
learning and communication skills (high-level cognitive skills). Some academics attributed this lack of high-
level cognitive skills directly to their teaching methods: 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
 
  (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
As the first semester of 2010 continued, the focus of my research enquiry changed. This shift in focus 
continued during the second research cycle, or the second semester of 2010. The first two research cycles 
and their results, which led to the articulation of the main research question for the project (Section 1.4) 
are discussed in detail in Chapter 3. 
It became increasingly clear during these first two research cycles that while the Computing Studio 
teaching method still formed an integral part of my enquiry, it was no longer the main focus. In the light of 
both McNiff and Whitehead’s (2006) concept of a living theory (Section 1.2.1) and Creswell’s (2007) 
viewpoint that constructivist research regularly explores “the ‘processes’ of interaction among 
individuals”, the main contribution of my research was to be in the domain of the interactions between 
the academics within the group, as well as their interactions with their students.  
The focus had shifted from the Computing Studio teaching method itself to a broader domain, in which I 
was examining the process of fostering an environment conducive to a stimulating teaching and learning 
enquiry, where previously such an environment had not existed (Chapter 4). 
The Computing Studio teaching method, and the Learning System Model used to describe it, formed the 
starting point for many of the processes of the research group. The Learning System Model could be used 
to document the processes of creating and managing the environment, giving a tangible form to the 
results of the research enquiry (Chapter 6). The Computing Studio group renamed the project at the start 
of the fourth research cycle—Semester Two, 2011—as The Learning Community, or “the TLC” as it 
became known amongst the group members (Chapter 5). The name encompassed two aspects that had 
become increasingly important to the group: 1) the group members were all learning, about ourselves and 
our practice; and 2) a strong sense of trust and community had developed within the group.  
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The concerns examined during the first three research cycles (Chapter 3 and Chapter 4) were identified as 
relating directly to the concept of integrative education. Integrative education, while being a complex 
idea, can be described in the words of Palmer and Zajonc (2010): 
“Education is a vital, demanding, and precious undertaking, and much depends 
on how well it is done. If it is true to the human being, education must reflect our 
nature in all its subtlety and complexity. Every human faculty must be taken 
seriously, including the intellect, emotions, and our capacity for relational, 
contemplative, and bodily knowing. An integrative education is one that offers 
curricula and pedagogies that employ and deploy all these faculties, delights in 
their interactions, and is spacious enough to allow for their creative conflict.” 
This idea related directly to my constructivist view of reality and education (Section 1.2.2), and my 
educational values (Section 1.3.1), and contributed to the clarification of my research focus.  
1.4 Research Question 
By the start of the third research cycle—Semester One, 2011—I had refined the focus of my research, and 
developed the research question that would direct the activities and results documented in this report. 
The research group had been expanded to include participants from the Department of Mathematics, 
which broadened the domain of application. 
I had uncovered theory that described much of what the research group had been attempting to achieve, 
although the group had been structured in a different way to the groups described by the theory. The 
most relevant literature that I found during the third research cycle was the work of Palmer (1992; 1993; 
1993a; 1997; 2007) in his long-term enquiry into the nature of higher education. He questions what would 
be required for a sustainable future, and for the development of teachers, within higher education. Our 
Computing Studio group, which we had come to term our community of practice, was closely aligned with 
Palmer’s concept of Circles of Trust, which he describes as “…intended to create a process of shared 
exploration … to nurture personal and professional integrity” (Center for Courage and Renewal 2011). 
These ideas are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4. 
My main research question, in line with the living theory approach of questioning how to improve one’s 
practice, and so contribute to the knowledge domain, had become: 
How can we create a space to foster a teaching and learning enquiry aimed at promoting integrative 
education; a space that enables academics within a Science Faculty to develop their own knowledge 
and educational practice, whilst contributing to and supporting each other’s learning? 
By the term “space” I meant the environment of connections between people, things and processes. This 
concept includes: 
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  a formal definition of the word space: 
“1.  the unlimited or incalculably great three-dimensional realm of expanse in 
which all material objects are located and all events occur.   
2.  the portion or extent of this in a given instance…”  
 (Dictionary.com 2011)  
 and McNiff’s concept of interconnectedness between people, ideas and objects: 
“…and all are related in a living generative transformational web.”  
 (McNiff 2009) 
During the third research cycle—Semester One, 2011—specific research objectives were identified 
(Section 3.2.1), and activities designed, to investigate the process and interactions that contributed 
towards the creation and development of this space. By the fourth research cycle—Semester Two, 2011—
the focus had been further refined, leading to the model of an integrative education community of 
practice that is described in Chapter 6 of this report.  
1.4.1 Standards of Judgement 
A research report on a living theory action research enquiry must be judged both in terms of the official 
criteria set out by the institutional requirements, and by the standards of judgement identified by the 
researcher-practitioner (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). These standards of judgement must be relevant to 
and valid for the research enquiry. 
The foundation for establishing these standards of judgement is the researcher’s values, and her ability to 
demonstrate that she has followed a rigorous methodological process (McNiff 2007; Gray 2009).  Evidence 
of these values, expressed in Section 1.3.1, must be visible, to myself and others, in my practice. In the 
same way, I would ask those who are judging my research report, to look for evidence of my values as 
standards by which the quality of the work should be judged, as well as the official requirements of a PhD 
thesis. Whitehead (2010) recommends the inclusion of Habermas’ (1972) four criteria for social validity as 
criteria for assessment. The four criteria are: comprehensibility, truth, rightness and trust. 
My personal standards of judgement (Section 2.4.4), developed from my values, in the light of the process 
and writing of this report, and with reference to Habermas’ criteria are: 
 Does the account of my enquiry clearly explain the relevance of my values to my practice and 
provide evidence of a commitment to them in my teaching and research practice? 
 Does my research report demonstrate my commitment to nurturing each individual’s growth, 
learning and development in a holistic manner? 
 Does this thesis show evidence of originality, innovation and creativity, as well as critical 
analysis? 
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 Have I successfully, through my reflective practice, made implicit knowledge and 
understanding explicit in a manner that is accessible to the reader of the account? 
 Is my account of my enquiry comprehensible? 
 Is the report an ethical and truthful reflection of the events of the research activities? 
I will return to these standards of judgement in Section 8.4, and provide my own perspective on how my 
work has, or has not, lived up to the standards I have set for myself in my teaching and research practice.  
1.5 Research Contribution 
The contribution that will be made by this research will be in terms of theory as well as praxis, by which I 
mean the application of the theory as an accepted practice (The Oxford Dictionary & Thesaurus 1993). 
The theoretical contribution is the development of my theory of practice (or my living theory), described 
in the narrative of this thesis report, as well as by the Learning System Model (Chapter 6) and 
recommended action strategies (Chapter 7). The theoretical concepts can be adapted and developed in 
future research. By praxis, I am referring to the specific application of the theory of practice to my own 
practice, as well as the practice of the other, participating academics. The ideas described by the theory 
can be applied as action strategies to further explore the nature of integrative education and academic 
communities of practice. 
The description of my research process and results will show how action research could be used within a 
traditional Science Faculty. The project was the first time that action research was formally used and 
documented within both my department, and the Faculty of Science at NMMU. I encountered a degree of, 
not unexpected, resistance towards the use of this methodology, as it does not follow a traditional, 
positivist perspective (Section 2.2.1). As Schön (1995) states, after describing action research in relation to 
reflective practice, and in contrast to traditional research methods: 
“If we are prepared to take it on, then we have to deal with what it means to 
introduce an epistemology of reflective practice into institutions of higher 
education dominated by technical rationality.” 
Remaining true to my personal values, I persisted with my use of action research, and was able to justify 
and validate my choice of methodology and specific methods. The research project could serve as an 
example for future action researchers within traditionally positivist disciplines. 
The specific purpose of the research was to engage a group of academics in a teaching and learning 
enquiry for the benefit of both the academics and their students. The process of creating and establishing 
the research group, which eventually came to be known as the TLC community of practice, is documented 
using the learning systems model (Section 1.1.1) already in use by the group. The model of the community 
of practice as a learning system, together with the ideas for creating and developing the space that 
facilitated its development, has made the activities of our community of practice explicit. This exploration 
is presented in a generalised form (Chapters 5 to 7) that could provide action strategies to be adapted for 
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similar situations (Schön 1995). Other academics, devoted to the scholarship of teaching and learning 
within a scientifically-oriented discipline, could use these strategies for the development of their own 
communities of practice. 
There is an ongoing debate about the difference in cultures between academics in the sciences and those 
in humanities (Bryn Mawr College 2001). This originated with Snow’s Rede Lecture (1959). The exact 
nature of the differences between the two sets of academics is inconclusive (Section 5.3.1.4 and Section 
8.5.4.2). However, the fact that the debate is continuing, more than fifty years after Snow first raised the 
issue, indicates that a difference does exist. The research does not aim to compare communities of 
practice within different disciplines; but to better understand the workings of a community of practice 
within a Science discipline, and to create an awareness of how this might be different from communities 
of practice within other disciplines. 
The philosophy element of the TLC community of practice describes an educational philosophy (ontology, 
epistemology, values and ethics). This philosophy proposes an underlying theory appropriate for 
integrative education practitioners within a South African university. This educational philosophy could be 
validated in future research cycles of the TLC community of practice. 
An important concept to be explored during the fifth research cycle of the TLC community of practice—
Semester One, 2012—will be developing greater clarity regarding appropriate learning outcomes, related 
standards of assessment, and the explicit inclusion of the learning and measurement of high-level 
cognitive skills into modules taught in our departments. This information can be applied within the 
Departments of Computing Sciences and Mathematics at the NMMU to achieve appropriate levels of 
assessment, with greater consistency, across all modules within the participating departments. This will 
enhance these departments’ ability to produce graduates who are well-rounded, and more fully prepared 
to take on their prospective roles in society, than is currently the case. 
Journal articles based on the work documented here will be submitted for publication in relevant 
academic journals. This thesis will be made available in the public domain via web sites and blogs. In this 
manner, this account of encouraging new ways of learning about our own practice, and implementing and 
documenting what we have discovered, will add to the scholarship of teaching and learning, and its 
parallel epistemology, as proposed by eminent scholars such as Boyer (1990), Schön (1995), McNiff and 
Whitehead (2006), and Hutchings, Huber and Ciccone (2011). 
The particular limitations of this study are directly related to the chosen research methodology. The 
limitations are therefore discussed in the chapter explaining the choice and application of action research 
in this study (Section 2.5). 
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1.6 Thesis Structure 
An overview of the chapters in this thesis is provided below. 
In some instances, content is repeated. This is to enable a reader who wishes to read a single chapter, 
without reading the entire document, to have the critical concepts available as part of the section he is 
reading. Cross-references are also supplied, so that a reader may look up information that is not included 
in the relevant section. 
Part 1: Positioning the Study 
The first section contains the introductory chapters. These provide the background and context for the 
research, and explain the methodology that was applied. 
Chapter 1: Introduction (this chapter) provides an overview of the research study. 
Chapter 2: Research Methodology discusses how the action research methodology in general, and the 
living theory approach in particular, has facilitated and enabled this research enquiry. I describe how my 
values and educational philosophy relates to the project, and how they will be used to evaluate the 
results. The nature of the data, its collection and analysis are also described. 
Part 2: Refining the Focus 
The first three research cycles are discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. 
Chapter 3: Defining the Context shows how the work of the first two research cycles brought me to the 
current focus of my enquiry. The results of these earlier cycles led to a change in my original focus, from 
the implementation of the Computing Studio teaching method to the facilitation of a community of 
practice. The community of practice aimed to further an integrative education approach within the 
Departments of Computing Sciences and Mathematics. This chapter describes the activities and results of 
these research cycles, which took place in the first and second semesters of 2010. 
Chapter 4: Uncovering the Theoretical Context explains the theoretical basis for the research project, 
which emerged during the third research cycle, or the first semester of 2011. This chapter discusses 
existing theories, shows how they relate to the work of the research group, and points to how the 
subsequent research cycles could add to the existing body of knowledge. 
Part 3: Understanding the Space 
This section describes the fourth research cycle in Chapter 5 and presents the evidence supporting the 
research enquiry’s claim to knowledge in Chapters 6 and 7. 
Chapter 5: From Computing Studio to The Learning Community describes the activities of the fourth 
research cycle in the second semester of 2011. During this cycle the research group took greater 
ownership of the project, renaming the group as “The Learning Community”. This chapter discusses the 
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importance given to the concept of integrative education during the fourth cycle, and explains the nature 
of the journey of discovery undertaken by the research group. 
Chapter 6: Describing the TLC Space explains the application of the Learning System Model to the TLC 
community of practice, and describes the TLC in terms of the elements of the Learning System Model. 
Chapter 7: Creating the Space presents activities, conversations and interactions that were useful in the 
creation of the TLC space. These ideas could be used as action strategies by academics in other 
departments or faculties wishing to create a similar space to that of the TLC. 
Part 4: Concluding the Work 
This is the final chapter of the thesis. 
Chapter 8: Resolution of the Living Contradiction presents the implications of my research. I summarise my 
research findings, explain how the study provides evidence of living out my values, describe the 
shortcomings of the research and the contribution made, as well as discussing how the work could be 
relevant for the teaching and learning practices of other academics. 
Appendices 
The appendices contain additional information that provides detail for various topics discussed 
throughout the thesis. 
Appendix A: Personas describes the participants in the community of practice. Individuals are described as 
“characters” in order to maintain anonymity. 
Appendix B: Example of Session Plan contains an example of a TLC community of practice session plan. 
Appendix C: Appendix on Disk contains session plans and the multimedia clips cited throughout the text. 
The clips are also available at the YouTube references given in the text. 
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C h a p t e r  2   
R E S E A R C H  M E T H O D O L O G Y  
“Thought flows in terms of stories—stories about events, stories about people, and stories about 
intentions and achievements. The best teachers are the best storytellers. We learn in the form  
of stories.”  
 Frank Smith 
The action research methodology in general, and the living theory approach, in particular, were 
introduced in Chapter 1. The objective of this chapter is to elaborate on the concepts already mentioned, 
and to explain how the living theory approach to action research has facilitated and enabled the research 
enquiry described in this thesis report. 
The theoretical framework and overall approach is described (Section 2.1) and its relevance and 
application to the project is discussed (Section 2.2). The living theory approach of action research that was 
appropriate for the project is described (Section 2.3), and followed by a review of how this approach has 
been applied in the project (Section 2.4). The review of the approach includes an explanation of the 
nature of the data to be used as evidence (Section 2.4.3) and how the enquiry will be validated (Section 
2.4.4). The limitations of and challenges to the study are presented (Section 2.5), followed by a summary 
of the main points of the chapter (Section 2.6). 
2.1 What is Action Research? 
Action research combines research and action, with the intention of both analysing the situation and 
bringing about constructive change (Gray 2009). The researcher is both researcher and practitioner, 
investigating his own practice, with the intention of learning from it and developing his own theories 
(McNiff 2002; Costello 2003; McNiff & Whitehead 2006).  
Action research allows the researcher-practitioner to either apply an existing theoretical framework to her 
practice, and investigate the results, or to develop a theory as a result of her enquiry into her practice 
(Davison et al. 2004). An action research enquiry entails an iterative, cyclical process of investigation and 
reflection about a specific problematic situation (Avison et al. 1999). The active interventions enable the 
researcher-practitioner to directly effect positive change to the situation of concern, while the reflection 
and analysis lead to the development of a theory of practice that allows the researcher-practitioner to 
contribute to the body of knowledge in her academic domain. 
Action research has its origins in the work of Kurt Lewin, a social scientist working in the United States of 
America in the 1940s (Lewin 1946). It has since been developed to include a number of different forms. 
Baskerville (1999) lists ten variations; Davison et al. (2004) identify twelve different forms, stating that 
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each is characterized by different models, structures and goals. Across the differing perspectives, four 
characteristics appear to be universal (Costello 2003): 
1. Action research is practical in nature. 
2. Action research has a focus on change. 
3. Action research is a cyclical process. 
4. The researcher is an active participant in the action research process. 
Each specific form of action research will have its own particular strength, and will be suitable for different 
situations. In general, however, action research is useful for investigating complex social circumstances 
(Baskerville 1999). The methodology allows the researcher-practitioner to explore her own particular 
situation. The results of the study will be particular to the context within which the research has been 
conducted, leading to an understanding of the situation, rather than developing a universal theory. The 
knowledge acquired as a result of the study can then be applied to the specific situation being studied. 
Action research theories are not intended to be generalizable in the conventional, positivist sense. 
However, the knowledge that is obtained from action research studies can contribute to the development 
of general theory in the relevant domain. Action research theories are typically theories of practice. A 
theory of practice is generalized by applying the results of the study as action strategies to other, similar 
situations (Schön 1995). 
The action research process is a cyclical, developmental process. Although different authors describe the 
cycle in different ways (Figure 2.1, Figure 2.2), the concept of an action-reflection cycle is held in common. 
A cycle begins with an idea, or issue of concern, rather than a traditional, fixed hypothesis. The initial issue 
of concern is typically “fuzzy”, and therefore is investigated with a correspondingly “fuzzy” methodology 
(Dick 2000). Each subsequent cycle of the research process is intended to bring clarity to both the problem 
and its investigation. 
 
Figure 2.1 Action Research Cycle after McNiff and Whitehead (2006) 
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Figure 2.2 Action Research Cycle after Gray (2009) 
The process is intended to allow for responsiveness and rigour (Dick 2000). Action research is responsive, 
because it allows the researcher-practitioner to intervene, through action and in response to events, to 
adapt and improve both action and research outcomes. In this way, the research leads to positive change 
in the situation under investigation. 
Action research is rigorous in that it is a formal research method, which requires the relevant standards to 
be applied by the researcher-practitioner. The standards and procedures of action research are different 
to those of more traditional research methods, therefore it is imperative for the researcher-practitioner to 
explicitly demonstrate the process that has been followed, and how it has led to the conclusions 
presented. 
Each cycle, or iteration, of the action research process allows a refinement of the research question and 
research methods, as the researcher-practitioner learns from the events, and adapts the interventions. 
The cycle has been described as a spiral, with the interventions in each iteration moving progressively 
closer to the central aspects of the investigation (Davison et al. 2004). 
One of the main principles relating to the cyclical process, in Dick’s (2000) words, is to “let the data 
decide”. That is, the information available at any given stage in the research process must be used to 
decide what to do next. In the same way, the literature that is relevant for an action research project will 
be determined by the data that is collected and how it is interpreted. This means that the researcher 
begins by collecting the data, then looks to the literature to challenge or validate the findings as the 
project progresses.  
In this project, the primary researcher’s entire Masters research project provided the background, and 
literature review for the project. An overview of the Masters research and its results was provided in 
Section 1.1. A review of the literature relating to the action research methodology itself, was done before 
developing an action plan. There is not a separate section dealing with a review of the relevant literature, 
or the large volumes of reference material, that are usual in a traditional, positivist research report. 
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Rather, literature beyond that contained in the earlier Masters research was consulted as the project 
progressed, and included in the development of the researcher’s theory.  
The cyclical process requires the researcher-practitioner to reflect on his work, with the intention of 
improving his practice and developing theoretical and applied knowledge about his practice. This creation 
of knowledge is a continual process. Action research is therefore open-ended, and does not arrive at final 
answers (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). This epistemological perspective will be reflected in the report, thus 
the report will be unable to offer a final solution to the research question.  
Instead, the report will offer an account of the enquiry, showing the systematic investigation by the 
researcher-practitioner into his own practice. The report will describe the process that has been followed 
and the understanding that has been reached in terms of methods to continue improving and developing 
the researcher-practitioner’s practice. 
Action research may be undertaken by an individual researcher-practitioner, or a group of researcher-
practitioners (Dick 2000; McNiff & Whitehead 2006). However, it is always participative and collaborative, 
aimed at learning how to improve practice, and to contribute to the researcher-practitioner’s social and 
academic context. 
2.2 Why Action Research? 
I chose action research as the most appropriate methodology for conducting this study after following 
Grix’s (2002) process for determining one’s research method (Figure 2.3). The process can be described as 
follows. 
Firstly, clarify one’s ontological and epistemological perspectives. The particular emphasis and nature of 
the research question will relate directly to the philosophical basis of the enquiry. The type of research 
question will indicate which research methodology will be most applicable. The specific research methods 
within the chosen methodology will be dependent on the question being investigated, and the nature of 
the data being collected. Denzin and Lincoln (1998) explain the concept as a research paradigm: the 
philosophical assumptions—ontological, epistemological and methodological—of the researcher provide a 
framework, or set of beliefs, that will guide her research activities. 
The nature of the problem situation for this study (Section 1.3) led to the selection of action research as 
the most appropriate methodology. The main factors that led to this decision were the philosophical 
perspective (ontology and epistemology) from which the research question emerged (Section 2.2.1); the 
educational and social context (Section 2.2.2); the opportunity to impact practice while developing theory 
(Section 2.2.3); the similarity of action research methodology to the underlying principles of the 
Computing Studio teaching method (Section 2.2.4); and the relevance for the research domain 
(Section 2.2.5). 
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Figure 2.3 Relationship between Philosophical Concepts and Research Methods after Grix (2002) 
2.2.1 Philosophical Perspective 
The Computing Studio method, which was the starting point of this research project, is based on a 
constructivist paradigm (van der Post 2010). A constructivist perspective is a form of interpretivism. 
Interpretivist research aims to understand the world through interpreting the experience of the 
participants in the research study (Creswell 2007). There are many variations of interpretivism, and the 
terms are not clearly defined. Constructivism and interpretivism are often combined, or used 
interchangeably. 
 “Proponents of these persuasions share the goal of understanding the complex 
world of lived experiences from the point of view of those who live it.” 
 (Schwandt 1998) 
A constructivist paradigm holds the belief that people are not separate from reality. An individual’s reality 
is understood through the meaning he makes of his experiences in the world (Allison & Pomeroy 2000). 
Therefore, people are a part of the world around them, and the events and practices that take place 
(Denzin & Lincoln 1998; Creswell 2007). People create their own individual reality, by the way in which 
they interpret their experiences. 
This is in contrast to a positivist paradigm, which is the basis for most traditional scientific research. 
Positivism holds that there is a separate objective reality that we are able to perceive, apart from 
ourselves (Allison & Pomeroy 2000). 
Most qualitative research has its foundations in an interpretivist paradigm (Creswell 2007).  Research 
conducted from within an interpretivist-constructivist paradigm typically seeks to understand the world 
from the perspective of the people involved in the situation, and includes the researcher’s own particular 
context. The understanding is developed in the form of a subjective interpretation of the researcher’s 
experience, in contrast to the objective reality sought by positivist researchers. This experience includes 
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the researcher’s own personal experience as well as that of the subjects, or participants, of the study. 
Therefore multiple views of reality contribute to the understanding and knowledge generated. Reality is 
not perceived as being a single, objective truth, as is the case in a positivist paradigm. 
The assumption that there are multiple realities is fundamental to a constructivist paradigm. Objective 
knowledge and truth are perceived as being created as a result of interpretation and individual 
perspective (Schwandt 1998). Truth is not fixed; rather, it is what is perceived to be the most well-
informed social construction on which there is consensus, at the particular time (Guba & Lincoln 1998). 
According to Oates (2006), the philosophical paradigm underlying action research can be positivist, 
interpretivist, or critical. Research grounded in an interpretivist or constructivist paradigm aims to 
understand the social situation by investigating the experiences of the participants in the research 
(Creswell 2007). Theory is generated inductively in the process of enquiry, rather than testing a theory or 
hypothesis proposed at the start of the research, as is the case in a positivist paradigm (Lau 1999). 
The main research question at the start of the project focused on investigating how to use the Computing 
Studio teaching method to improve practice amongst the ten academics participating in the research 
group (Section 1.3). Within a constructivist paradigm, this meant that I would need to understand the 
experiences of each of the academics involved in the enquiry, in order to construct a theory of how the 
method could be applied. The situation of concern was specific to the particular context, and there was no 
existing theory that could be applied and studied in a positivist,  hypothetico-deductive manner.  
Action research was therefore an appropriate methodology for my enquiry. It would enable me to work 
collaboratively with the group of academics, investigating my own as well as their practices, and 
inductively generate an understanding of the situation.  
2.2.2 Educational and Social Context 
The situation of concern had a complex, social nature. There were ten academics involved in the research 
group. Viewed from a constructivist paradigm, this meant ten different perspectives and realities. 
Complex interactions were taking place between the ten individual academics within the community of 
practice group, as well as between the academics and their students. 
Each academic, as an individual, had his or her own personality, personal educational philosophy, and 
underlying value system, which affected their interactions and teaching practices. These underlying belief 
systems could be explicit or implicit. The individuals in the research group ranged from senior, long-
serving academic staff (professors and associate professors) to junior academic staff, and one contract 
lecturer. 
The nature of the modules being taught varied. The Computing Sciences department at NMMU works in 
two computing disciplines, Computer Science and Information Systems. Some of the modules for which 
members of the research group were responsible were core to the discipline of Computer Science; some 
were more oriented towards Information Systems students; and others were offered as service courses to 
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students in all faculties of the university. Some of the modules were highly theoretical; others were very 
applied in nature. Some modules were undergraduate modules; while others were postgraduate modules. 
Interpretivist and constructivist researchers tend to concentrate on the contexts in which people live and 
work, and they often investigate the processes of interaction between individuals and within social 
situations (Creswell 2007). As the researcher studies these situations, her role is that of a facilitator, rather 
than an expert (Gray 2009). The researcher is a participant in the research, investigating her own practice, 
at the same time as facilitating the engagement of the other participants with their own enquiries. The 
aim is to develop equitable relationships between the participants, encouraging collaboration and a sense 
of community. 
This would be an appropriate role for me as the researcher in my particular situation of concern. I was not 
the most senior academic in the research group, and made no claim to be an expert who could tell the 
others how they “should” be teaching. My intention was exploratory, to develop an environment in which 
we could support each other, learn together, and all benefit from the project. It appeared that action 
research would be an appropriate methodology to follow in order to achieve these goals. 
2.2.3 Practice and Theory 
Action research undertaken from an interpretivist perspective is viewed as a powerful methodology for 
developing personal practice, while at the same time enabling the researcher to contribute to the body of 
knowledge within her field (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). The researcher is able to become involved as a 
participant in the research, with the potential for generating personal, organizational and social change. 
Participatory research of this nature implies that the personal understanding of the researcher will inform 
the observation and deductions made (Baskerville 1999).  
Action research would enable all ten practitioners in the Computing Studio research group to engage in an 
ongoing enquiry into our practice. Action research’s orientation towards a practical, problem-solving 
approach in which the researcher-practitioner can participate actively (Avison et al. 1999; Baskerville 
1999; Lau 1999; McNiff & Whitehead 2006) would enable the researcher-practitioners to learn how to 
improve personal practice, as well as to generate new knowledge that could contribute to the domain of 
Computing education. 
2.2.4 Underlying Principles of the Computing Studio Method 
Another reason for considering action research as an appropriate methodology for this research project, 
was that it has theoretical foundations in common with the Computing Studio teaching method: 
intentional reflective practice; “wicked” problems; and an experiential learning cycle. 
 Schön (1991) describes reflective practice as a process he calls reflection-in-action. This is an 
ability to think critically and analyse actions that have been carried out intuitively, or with tacit 
knowledge. Reflective practice is important for academics to develop, in order to learn about 
and improve on our own practice. Reflection on our work is also a requirement for academics 
 
CHAPTER 2 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
  Page 30 
at NMMU as part of their end-of-semester module portfolios. Costello (2003) suggests that 
action research provides a suitable means for academics to develop their reflective practice. 
 Wicked problems were initially identified by Rittel and Webber (1973). A wicked problem is 
one that is not clearly defined and requires divergent thinking to be solved (van der Post, 
Cowley & Barnard 2010). The resolution of a wicked problem depends on the perceived value 
of the solution, as the problem itself only becomes clearly defined and understood as one 
searches for a solution.  
The Computing Studio teaching method is intended to work with wicked problems. It is an 
adaptation of traditional studio teaching (van der Post 2010), which focuses on an iterative 
design thinking process, intended to resolve design problems, which are typically wicked in 
nature.  
Any action research problem could be viewed as an inherently wicked problem. An action 
research problem is initially not clearly defined, and has no clear solution. One continues 
working on the problem until one achieves a “satisficing” solution (Simon 1976). A satisficing 
solution is one that is good enough for the requirements of the situation. It cannot be defined 
as the best, or even final solution, as there is no absolute truth.  
Schön (1995) relates the type of enquiry necessary for problems that are relevant for teaching 
and learning to both reflection-in-action and the design process. His description (Section 
1.2.2) is similar to the process of working with wicked problems. 
 The action research cycle was the basis for the development of Kolb’s experiential learning 
cycle (Zuber-Skerrit 1992). Research into teaching and learning styles in design education 
mostly uses Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory, developed from his learning cycle, as a tool (van 
der Post 2010). The design studio method is an effective way to include all learning styles in 
one’s teaching (Demirbas 2008). The Computing Studio teaching method, adapted as it is from 
traditional design studio teaching, is intended to include methods of teaching that are 
accessible to all learning styles.  
2.2.5 Relevance for the Research Domain 
Although action research is an established research method that has been used since the mid-twentieth 
century, it has only become recognised in Computing research since the late 1990s (Baskerville 1999).  
One reason for the lack of popularity, or indeed acceptance, of action research can be attributed to 
criticism that it lacks relevance and rigour (Lau 1999; Oates 2006; Byrne 2006; Davison et al. 2004; McKay 
& Marshall 2001). Action research has been criticised for focusing on the output of the research project, 
and neglecting adequate methodology in terms of design, and description of the process, including 
collecting and analysis of data. 
A number of researchers in the field of Information Systems, have stated the case for action research as 
not only relevant, but as a desirable research method. 
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 Lau (1999), in proposing a framework for action research in the study of Information Systems 
states that: 
“…action research provides a unique opportunity to bridge theory and practice, 
allowing one to solve real-world problems while contributing to the generation of 
new knowledge. This overcomes much of the criticisms … that IS as a self-defined 
community has become overly preoccupied with theories, methods and 
publication to have any significant influence in the field where major IS decisions 
are made.” 
 McKay and Marshall (2001), in explaining the dual foci of problem solving and research 
interest, propose that action research has much to offer the field of Information Systems: 
“Within IS therefore, AR [action research] offers many positive features thus 
rendering it a powerful tool for researchers who are interested in finding out 
about the interplay between humans, technology, information, and socio-cultural 
contexts.” 
 De Vries (2007) believes that action research is particularly relevant for Information Systems 
research: 
“Action research is seen as one of the solutions to the lack of relevance in the 
field of information systems because action research has as its primary goal to 
combine successful intervention in real-world settings with the development of 
scientific knowledge.” 
 Action research is seen to be particularly relevant in the domain of Information Systems 
because the researcher-practitioner reaches understanding of the situation, system or process 
through introducing changes and then studying how these changes affect the situation 
(Baskerville 1999). 
Higher Education is another domain in which action research is commonly used. The Faculty of Education 
at NMMU has its own action research unit, and utilises action research in post-graduate projects on a 
regular basis (NMMU 2011a). Action research is viewed as contributing to “a new epistemology for a new 
scholarship of education enquiry” (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). The need for a new epistemology in higher 
education was introduced by Boyer (1990), and highlighted by Schön (1995). Schön discussed the need for 
a new epistemology that did not rely entirely on theoretical knowledge, but included knowledge of 
practice. Such an epistemology would be part of the development of a culture of enquiry about specific 
practices. 
Knowledge of practice is a direct result of an action research enquiry. McNiff and Whitehead (2006) 
advocate a “living theory” approach as a concept of epistemological enquiry whereby researcher-
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practitioners study their own practice in order to formulate their own theories of practice. These “living 
theories” are not static, but develop from the real lives of real people. 
A situation for which action research is most suitable has three main characteristics (Baskerville 1999). 
Firstly, the researcher will be an active practitioner in the situation, and expect to obtain benefit for 
herself, as well as her organization, from the research. Secondly, she would want to be able to apply 
knowledge learned from the action research process immediately, and with an explicit understanding of 
the concepts being applied. Thirdly, the knowledge to be gained will be both theoretical and practical, and 
develop as the research cycles progress. 
It is necessary to introduce measures into an action research project that will enable it to be valued and 
viewed as credible within a traditional academic context. Byrne (2006) and McKay and Marshall (2001) 
offer some suggestions to improve both relevance and rigour in action research. These can be 
summarised as follows: 
 Describe the process of the action research project in detail. 
 Clarify the epistemological basis of the research. 
 Formulate clear research questions. 
 Where possible, focus on more than one specific case or situation. 
 Follow a long-term, participatory approach. 
 Explicitly describe the plan and execution of the data collection and analysis. 
 Develop and publicise research findings in a manner that will allow others to apply them, and 
so develop generalizability.  
Taking into consideration the nature of the problem situation, the philosophical perspective of the 
research, the educational and social context, the opportunity to impact practice while developing theory, 
the underlying principles and the relevance for the research domain, action research was considered to be 
the most appropriate research methodology for this project. 
2.3 Which Form of Action Research? 
As mentioned in Section 2.1, there are at least twelve different forms of action research. I believed that 
the “living theory” approach to action research advocated by McNiff and Whitehead (2006) would be 
appropriate for this research project, for the reasons discussed in the following subsections. 
2.3.1 The Living Theory Approach 
The living theory action research methodology offers the researcher-practitioner the opportunity to 
formulate a theory emerging from the lived practice of the researcher-practitioner (Spiro 2008). This is 
possible because it: 
 Has its basis in experience; 
 Leads to clear and worthwhile change; 
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 Permits theory to be generated by the individual, rather than being produced from existing 
theories; and 
 Allows the researcher to combine her personal viewpoint with that of the academic 
community. 
Action research is grounded in values; values of the researcher as well as institutional, social and domain-
specific values (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). The Learning System Model that is fundamental to this 
research also places importance on values (van der Post 2010). Values are included in the philosophy 
element of the Learning System Model, and contribute directly to an academic’s educational philosophy 
and methodology. 
Values and principles that are typically cited as the basis for action research include: 
“…the need for justice and democracy, the right of all people to speak and be 
heard, the right of each individual to show how and why they have given extra 
attention to their learning in order to improve their work, the deep need to 
experience truth and beauty in our personal and professional lives.” 
 (McNiff 2002) 
An action research question usually arises from the tension between the values held by the researcher 
and a denial of these values within the researcher’s practice (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). That is, the 
researcher holds certain values, but is not living according to these values, or is not practising in a way 
that matches her values. This could be because one’s practice involves people and rules external to one’s 
personal beliefs and values. McNiff and Whitehead (2006) refer to this concept as a “living contradiction”. 
The concept of a living contradiction is similar to Palmer’s (1992) idea of the academic as “divided self”. 
The divided self refers to a state of internal conflict that one experiences when one’s inner truth, or 
beliefs, are not reflected in one’s work, or external reality.  One finds oneself having to function within a 
value system that is contradictory to one’s personal values or beliefs. 
The methodology of a living theory approach facilitates the investigation of the researcher as a living 
contradiction, or divided self. One aim of the research is to relate the researcher’s values to the situation, 
and either find a way to resolve the contradiction, or to find a way to live with it, by understanding the 
circumstances more fully. 
Whitehead (2010) describes a living theory as: 
“The idea of a living educational theory is that it is an explanation produced by 
an individual to explain their educational influences in their own learning, in the 
learning of others and in the learning of the social formations in which they live 
and work.” 
The action research enquiry enables the researcher-practitioner to examine her practice in the light of her 
values through the action-reflection process (McNiff & Whitehead 2006), and validate her perspective of 
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her practice, even if it is contradictory to the position others might take. This is permissible within a 
constructivist paradigm, which acknowledges the existence of multiple realities (Whitehead 2010a). 
Different realities could essentially contradict each other, while still being valid.  
As the researcher clarifies and communicates her values, they are transformed into her living standards of 
judgement (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). In other words, her values can be used to explain what the 
researcher believes in, why she is following the described course of action, and also as a standard by 
which her actions, claims and theories can be judged. 
2.3.2 A Living Theory Report 
A report, such as a PhD thesis, that documents a living theory developed as a result of an action research 
enquiry, will be narrative in nature, told using the voice appropriate for the context—that of the 
researcher-practitioner (McNiff & Whitehead 2006).  
The researcher, or group of researchers, and their practice, are the object of the enquiry. The enquiry has 
a phenomenological, interpretivist perspective, in that the researcher is examining personal experience 
(Whitehead 2009). Phenomenology is a research approach that focuses on the study of conscious 
experiences, from a subjective point of view, in order to understand how the world appears to others 
(Trochim 2006; Smith 2008) 
The narrative approach of a living theory report is comparable to the rhetorical style used by qualitative 
researchers in other methodologies (Creswell 2007). Qualitative data is typically descriptive, rather than 
factual or numeric, as is the case with conventional positivist data. Descriptive data lends itself to a 
personal, literary form, that tells the story of the research study and its results, rather than simply stating 
factual information.  
Writing a narrative report requires the researcher to adopt a different position to that which is required 
for a traditional, positivist thesis. A living theory is inductively generated from the experience and 
interpretation of the researcher. The researcher is central to the study, and must be included in the 
report. A narrative, living theory thesis therefore must include the subjective, first person, “I”, rather than 
being written from a formal, objective standpoint. 
A living educational theory will be enhanced by the inclusion of multimedia content (Whitehead 2010). 
Multimedia data is able to communicate an expression of lived values and standards of judgement that is 
not possible via the written word alone. Values are more easily recognised when viewed in a visual and 
auditory format, from facial expression, tone of voice, and body language. Combining multimedia data 
with a written explanation can lead to a more holistic understanding of the living contradiction faced by 
the researcher-practitioner, and what has been learnt about its resolution from the research enquiry. 
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2.4 How was the Action Research Done? 
I had determined that the most appropriate methodology for investigating my particular research 
question would be action research, by following Grix’s (2002) recommendations (Section 2.2). I had 
chosen to follow a living theory approach, and needed to decide on the specific methods I would use, and 
the type of data that would be necessary for my investigation.  
I began the first cycle of the action-reflection process (Section 2.1) using the questions suggested by 
McNiff and Whitehead (2006) for developing my initial action plan: 
 What is my concern? 
 Why am I concerned? 
 What kinds of experience can I describe to show why I am concerned? 
 What can I do about it? 
 What will I do about it? 
 What kind of data will I gather to show the situation as it unfolds? 
 How will I explain my educational influences in learning? 
 How will I ensure that any conclusions I reach are reasonably fair and accurate? 
 How will I evaluate the validity of the evidence-based account of my learning? 
 How will I modify my concerns, ideas and practice in the light of my evaluations? 
My answers to these questions, and how the answers informed my enquiry are discussed in the remainder 
of this section. 
2.4.1 The Concern 
What is my concern? Why am I concerned? What kinds of experience can I describe to show why I am 
concerned? 
My concern arose from the findings of my masters research project (van der Post 2010), which was 
completed at the end of 2009 (Section 1.3). The experiences and recommendations of the academics who 
had participated in the masters research suggested that students within the Department of Computing 
Sciences lacked adequate high-level cognitive skills. 
This was of concern to me, as it was contradictory to my values and educational philosophy 
(Section 1.3.1). My personal belief is that a university education should offer a student the opportunity to 
be educated in preparation for a productive future in society, incorporating critical life skills, and not just 
be provided with subject-related content knowledge. 
The academics participating in the masters research had proposed that the Computing Studio teaching 
method could contribute to the development of high-level cognitive skills. My concern was therefore to 
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consider ways to use the Computing Studio teaching method within my department, to develop students’ 
high-level cognitive skills. 
2.4.2 The Activities 
What can I do about it? What will I do about it? 
My concern about the lack of high-level cognitive skills informed both my initial research question and my 
plan for the first cycle. The modules offered by the Department of Computing Sciences are mostly one 
semester long, so I decided that the research cycles would correspond with the division of the academic 
year into two semesters. The action plan, and subsequent results, of the first two research cycles—
Semesters One and Two, 2010— are discussed in detail in Chapter 3. The third research cycle—Semester 
One, 2011—led to the refinement of my focus (Chapter 4), and the research question from which my 
living theory evolved (Chapters 5 to 7). 
My initial focus was on two aspects of the implementation of the Computing Studio teaching method. 
Firstly, I wanted to explore ways to determine whether or not the method was effective for developing 
high-level cognitive skills. Secondly, I wanted to learn how best to equip and prepare academics for using 
the Computing Studio approach.  
My focus, as was to be expected in an action research project (Dick 2000; Davison et al. 2004; Gray 2009), 
shifted as the research cycles progressed. I became more concerned with the facilitation of a community 
of practice for the academics involved in the Computing Studio group, than with the implementation of 
the teaching method itself. The focus of the other academics, however, remained on their personal 
interpretation and implementation of the Computing Studio teaching method. 
There were four main reasons for the shift in my focus: 
 The background and educational philosophy of each academic appeared to have a significant 
impact on the ability to understand and implement the teaching methods of the Computing 
Studio (Section 3.3.3.2). This observation was based on subjective interpretation, and would 
require further investigation if it was to be verified and taken into consideration. 
 The participants in the research group failed to provide sufficient concrete data for me to use 
to develop the model itself as planned (Section 3.3.5). 
 The feedback of the research group members indicated that a significant factor in their 
continued participation was the open, trusting relationships that had developed between 
group members during the regular meetings of the group (Section 3.3.3.3). These meetings 
had developed into weekly sessions that provided an open forum for discussion and 
exploration. The sessions had become fundamental to the project and created an identity of 
the research group as a community of practice. 
 My participation in an action research workshop facilitated by the leading experts on the living 
theory approach, Professors McNiff and Whitehead, at NMMU in August 2010, had led me to 
question the impact my personality might have had on the development of the research 
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group (Section 3.3.5). I wondered to what extent the way the group had functioned, and its 
progress, would have been different if someone else, with a different background, experience 
and personality, had been facilitating the group’s enquiry. 
These four factors led to a reconsideration of my research question.  All the factors highlighted the impact 
on the research enquiry of the personalities involved, their motivation, and their interactions within the 
group. I needed a better understanding of the group process and development if I wanted to understand 
what interventions to plan and implement in order to achieve the goal of improving students’ high-level 
cognitive skills. Empowering others to enquire more deeply into their own educational practice seemed 
more important to me than trying to impose the use of Computing Studio teaching methods. I believed 
that such enquiry would lead other academics to the same realisations that had led to the Computing 
Studio method, or ideas that would improve the existing Computing Studio teaching method. 
In the light of the development of my living theory of my practice, and Creswell’s (2007) perspective on 
constructivist research as typically exploring “the ‘processes’ of interaction among individuals”, I decided 
to examine more closely the process of fostering an environment conducive to a stimulating teaching and 
learning enquiry, where previously such an environment had not existed. 
During the third research cycle—Semester One, 2011—I began to explore my main research question 
(Section 1.4). However, individual group members, as researcher-practitioners themselves, were 
encouraged to set their own goals and objectives. These personal aims would be aligned with the group’s 
overall intention, though not necessarily the same as my personal focus. 
For each cycle, I followed the same general methods, both for my own action plan, and for that of the 
research group. Each cycle had variations, which are discussed in the chapters relating to each cycle. 
The plan I created for the group to follow was intended to facilitate the development of teaching practice, 
using the Computing Studio teaching method as a basis, or starting point: 
 Hold an introductory workshop session at the start of the semester for all academics who had 
expressed a desire to apply the method. The intention for the first research cycle was to 
introduce and contextualise the teaching method to the academics. Each subsequent research 
cycle would have an introductory session to agree on goals and activities for the semester. 
 Have weekly meetings designed to build a community of practice within the research group, 
for academics to share experiences and ideas. 
 Obtain feedback from academics within the group and students of the participating modules 
about the teaching methods and their experiences. Formal student feedback was requested 
both at mid-semester and at the end of the semester. Academics were requested to provide 
informal feedback continually, written personal reflections on a weekly basis, and formal, 
written feedback at the end of the research cycle. 
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 Identify, from the information obtained during the semester, how the Computing Studio 
method could best be used to improve teaching practice within the research group and 
contribute to the Computing Sciences department as a whole. 
 Hold a concluding workshop at the end of each cycle, to assess progress and begin the 
planning process for the next cycle.  
My personal goals were related to the functioning of the group, rather than the implementation of the 
teaching method. I managed and participated in the group, but there were activities, reflections and 
feedback that I did not share with the group as a whole. My general action plan for a cycle was: 
 Reflect and evaluate on the results of the previous cycle. 
 Refine my focus, and set research goals for the new cycle. 
 Observe, participate and intervene as required in the group activities. 
 Hold weekly planning and reflection meetings with my PhD promoters, who were also very 
active members of the Computing Studio group.  
 Write my reflections on a regular basis. I developed a blog web site which I shared with my 
promoters to record my reflections. 
 Collect data in various ways, including observation, recordings, interviews and email. 
 Ask for formal feedback in the form of personal reflections from members of the group. 
 Analyse data obtained and my own observations to determine how to proceed. 
 Develop my personal “living theory”. 
These activities, in each cycle, led to the generation of a large quantity of data, which was used to inform 
decisions and refine my focus. The following section explains the nature of the data I collected, and how it 
was analysed. 
2.4.3 Nature of the Data 
What kind of data will I gather to show the situation as it unfolds? How will I explain my educational 
influences in learning? 
My initial research question, as is usual in an action research study, was broad. I therefore followed 
McNiff’s (2002) advice, and collected as much data, from as many relevant sources, as I could: 
“You need to gather data about the situation, and you can use a variety of 
methods for this – journals, diaries, notes, audio and videotape recordings, 
surveys, attitude scales, pictures, and so on. You can use different data gathering 
methods at different times if you wish. You will compare this first set of data with 
later sets of data, to see whether there is any change and whether you can say 
that you have influenced the situation. Aim to gather as much data as you feel is 
right; most people gather too much to begin with.” 
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2.4.3.1 Data Collection 
I obtained ethical clearance for this study from the NMMU Human Ethics Research Committee (reference 
number: H10-Sci-CS-013). This enabled me to gather data from all the academics participating in the 
study, as well as their students, once they had signed informed consent forms. 
The data I collected was from a variety of sources: 
 Written reflections from the research group participants; 
 Feedback questionnaires from students in relevant modules; 
 Video and audio recordings of meetings and classes; 
 Extracts from group members’ journals; 
 Emails sent to me by group members; 
 My own personal reflections; and 
 Field notes from meetings, workshops, interviews and discussions. 
The content of the data obtained during the first three cycles ranged from academics describing their 
efforts in understanding and implementing the Computing Studio teaching method to their experiences 
within the community of practice.  
By the fourth cycle, the action research “spiral” (Section 2.1) had narrowed. I had been able to identify the 
main focus of my research as relating to the processes and interactions of the research group, or 
community of practice. My data collection during the fourth cycle was therefore targeted to capture 
academics’ experiences of the functioning of the community of practice and how it added value to their 
practice, rather than their implementation of the teaching method itself. I conducted detailed interviews 
with each member of the community of practice to obtain data about each individual’s experience as a 
participant of the community of practice. 
The action plans and interpretation of data, or the evidence, that was collected is described in detail in 
later chapters, as shown in Table 2.1. 
First Research Cycle: Semester 1, 2010 Chapter 3, Section 3.2 
Second Research Cycle: Semester 2,2010 Chapter 3, Section 3.3 
Third Research Cycle: Semester 1, 2011 Chapter 4 
Fourth Research Cycle: Semester 2, 2011 Chapters 5 to 7  
Table 2.1 Chapters Relating to the Research Cycles 
One of the difficulties I faced in the interpretation of the data for all the research cycles, was to maintain 
confidentiality and the anonymity of the research participants, as my report takes a narrative form. In my 
masters research, I had overcome this problem by referring to the participants in the case study as 
Lecturer 1, Lecturer 2 and Lecturer 3. However, with ten academics other than myself actively involved in 
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the community of practice during the fourth research cycle, and six others that were no longer active, but 
whose data from the earlier research cycles could still be useful, I felt that referring to the participants by 
a number would become very confusing. I thought it would be beneficial for a reader to be able to identify 
individual participants in the community of practice by name. This would make it easier to follow the 
narrative threads throughout the four research cycles. 
I decided to use the concept of personas to assign pseudonyms to each community of practice participant. 
I invited each academic to create their own persona.  
 
(Email communications of Computing Studio project group members 2011) 
Ten academics in the group created their own personas; as I did not receive a persona description from 
the eleventh participant, I created the remaining persona myself. I gave persona names to those 
participants who had attended for a few sessions only, but did not create complete personas for them. 
Viewed from a constructivist paradigm, each persona is a construction reflecting the reality of the person 
writing the persona. Therefore, the personas I wrote are my interpretation of the participant, and the 
personas written by the participants represent their perception of themselves. The personalities described 
should therefore be taken as anecdotal, and not treated as definitive descriptions of the personalities. 
The main role of the personas, which are included in Appendix A, is to differentiate between the 
participants, whilst retaining confidentiality and anonymity.  
2.4.3.2 Interpretation of Data 
Data must be transformed into evidence that supports one’s living theory, or one’s claim to knowledge, as 
part of the process of generating the theory (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). The process suggested by McNiff 
and Whitehead is:  
“Generating evidence is a rigorous process which involves: 
 1   Making a claim to knowledge 
 2   Establishing criteria and standards of judgement 
 3   Selecting data 
 4   Generating evidence.” 
Accustomed as I had been to a more traditional, structured data analysis process, I was somewhat 
uncertain as to what was to be done with my data, or what particular method of data analysis I was to 
follow. What transpired was that I went through a learning process that is, in fact, fundamental to both 
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the Computing Studio teaching method, and that of the research community of practice: learning-by-
experience, or learning from my own experience. 
I started off believing that I would need to decide on a formal, well-documented method of data analysis. 
As mentioned in Section 1.5, I had experienced some criticism of my intention of using action research, 
and wanted to ensure my work was theoretically grounded and could be scientifically substantiated. 
Different analysis methods can be used in qualitative studies, depending on the nature of the research 
question and the nature of the data collected (Groenewald 2004). However, in trying to determine the 
most appropriate method for my study, I found that the action research literature I had read was not 
explicit about methods of analysing data. My references explained the reason for conducting the research 
of this type, how to identify the issues concerned, and the nature of the data that could be collected as 
evidence. How to analyse the data once it had been collected, so as to turn it into evidence, remained a 
gap in my understanding. 
Groenewald (2004) stated that he “experienced major difficulty in finding literature that provides 
guidelines on conducting phenomenological research”. He goes on to cite a number of qualitative 
researchers who suggest that the method chosen will depend on the nature of the study, and that 
qualitative methods should be flexible. In his own work, he adapted Hycner’s (1985) method of 
interpreting data. 
Groenewald describes his research design as an example of using an existing method (Hycner’s), and 
modifying it to suit the intention of his own research. Groenewald took Hycner’s fifteen step process and 
simplified it into five steps or phases (Table 2.2). This led me to understand that I could do the same; that 
is, adapt an existing, well-established and validated methodology so I could apply it to the specific 
requirements of my own research. 
As Prometheus expressed it, our research project was dealing with people, and their inherent differences 
and unpredictabilities, which was not an exact science, like describing the movement of an object of a 
given mass at a given speed through a given space (van der Post 2011).  Or, in the words of Keen (1975): 
“…unlike other methodologies, phenomenology cannot be reduced to a 
‘cookbook’ set of instructions. It is more an approach, an attitude, an 
investigative posture with a certain set of goals.” 
Or Lester (1999): 
“Analysis is also necessarily messy, as data doesn’t tend to fall into neat 
categories and there can be many ways of linking between different parts of 
discussion or observations.” 
I had originally considered using thematic analysis, which had proved an effective data analysis method 
for my masters research. I would be dealing with data quite similar in nature, so I had considered thematic 
analysis to be a feasible option. However, I would have detailed interview data, which had not been the  
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Hycner Groenewald 
1. Transcription. 
1. Bracketing and phenomenological 
reduction. 
2. Bracketing and the phenomenological 
reduction. 
3. Listening to the interview for a sense of the 
whole. 
4. Delineating units of general meaning. 
2. Delineating units of meaning. 
 5. Delineating units of meaning relevant to the 
research question. 
6. Training independent judges to verify the 
units of relevant meaning. 
 
7. Eliminating redundancies. 
3. Clustering units of meaning to form themes. 
 
8. Clustering units of relevant meaning. 
9. Determining themes from clusters of 
meaning. 
10. Writing a summary for each individual 
interview. 
4. Summarising each interview, validating it 
and where necessary modifying it. 
 
11. Return to the participant with the summary 
and themes: conducting a second interview. 
12. Modifying themes and summary. 
13. Identifying general and unique themes for all 
the interviews. 
5. Extracting general and unique themes from 
all the interviews and making a composite 
summary. 
14. Contextualization of themes. 
15. Composite summary. 
Table 2.2 Hycner (1985) and Groenewald’s (2004) Methods for Analysing Phenomenological Data 
case in the masters project. I therefore considered working with Hycner’s basic method, and adapting it in 
the same manner as Groenewald had done, for application to my specific circumstances. 
On reflection, I realised that the intuitive process I had begun following in the first cycle of this research 
project, was in fact the process recommended by McNiff and Whitehead (2006): 1) Making a claim to 
knowledge; 2) Establishing criteria and standards of judgement; 3) Selecting data; and 4) Generating 
evidence. Having worked through one action research cycle, I now understood the explanation that had at 
first seemed lacking in detail to me. I had learned the concept by the experience of working with it, just as 
the Computing Studio method of learning-by-experience intends. 
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I had initially viewed the four items involved in the process as sequential steps, which had not made sense 
to me. Although some aspects would be sequential, the four items made up the entire process, but were 
not necessarily completed sequentially. This may, or may not, be what McNiff and Whitehead intended. 
However, the living educational theory methodology emphasizes the importance of each individual’s 
unique contribution to improving practice and generating knowledge (Whitehead 2008), so I decided to 
apply the concept of “methodological inventiveness” (Whitehead 2009) to my data analysis.  
“More important than adhering to any specific methodological approach, be it 
that of traditional social science or traditional action research, may be the 
willingness and courage of practitioners — and those who support them — to 
create enquiry approaches that enable new, valid understandings to develop; 
understandings that empower practitioners to improve their work for the 
beneficiaries in their care. … No methodology is, or should be, cast in stone, if we 
accept that professional intention should be informing research processes, not 
pre-set ideas about methods of techniques.”  
 (Dadds & Hart 2001) 
Methodological inventiveness encourages individual researchers to be flexible in their research processes, 
in order to facilitate the development of new understandings. This was in line with the recommendations 
made by Groenewald (2004), Keen (1975) and Lester (1999), so I applied McNiff and Whitehead’s (2006) 
four part process, in the way I describe below. 
1. Making a claim to knowledge. 
My PhD thesis sets out my claim to knowledge. This knowledge, as is expected from an action research 
study, is something I now know about my practice, that I did not previously know; that is, my living theory 
of practice. My practice involves teaching, as a lecturer in a tertiary institution; research, as a PhD student; 
and collaboration with my colleagues to improve teaching and learning within our particular discipline and 
faculty. 
My knowledge of my practice evolved as I reflected on my experiences during the four action research 
cycles. I began my enquiry having a constructivist philosophical perspective. From what I experienced, and 
learned, my philosophical beliefs have shifted towards embracing an experiential ontology. Zajonc (Palmer 
& Zajonc 2010) discusses an experiential ontology as emerging from the new directions science is taking 
(Section 4.4.2.4). An integrative education, which became the aim of the research group, also has an 
experiential ontology (Section 6.4.1.2.1). 
I have described what I did (my practice), and given my explanations (the theory). This account is intended 
to explain my particular application of the living theory action research method, and provide evidence of 
my findings. 
 Part 1: Positioning the Study (in which this chapter is a section) provides the background and 
context for the research, and explains the methodology that was applied. 
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 Part 2: Refining the Focus discusses the first three research cycles. I explain how my actions 
and reflections impacted the development of my focus, and refer to existing theory to validate 
the activities and conclusions drawn. 
 Part 3: Understanding the Space sets out the events of the fourth research cycle, from which 
the major concepts of my theory of practice were drawn. 
 Part 4: Concluding the Work shows how my theory of practice relates to my values and 
standards of judgement, and the contribution it could make to the body of knowledge in the 
domains of Computing Education and the scholarship of teaching and learning.  
2. Establishing criteria and standards of judgement. 
My work will be measured against the institutional requirements for a PhD within the Faculty of Science at 
NMMU. In addition, I have chosen my personal standards of judgement, as suggested by McNiff and 
Whitehead (2006), when writing a report on a living theory action research enquiry. 
I explained these standards of judgement in Section 1.4.1 and return to them (Section 8.4), where I 
provide my own interpretation of how my theory of practice has met these standards. 
3. Selecting data. 
Selecting data refers to the process of identifying examples from the body of data to provide evidence of 
the researcher’s living theory.  
These examples show instances of my values being lived out, as well as where my values were not being 
expressed. This data becomes part of the action-reflection cycle, as I would reflect on the cause behind 
the evidence, and determine, where necessary, if I could take alternative actions.  
During all the cycles, I held weekly meetings with my PhD promoters, who were part of the community of 
practice, and came to form my “leadership team” (Table 4.2). It was often in the course of these meetings 
that we discussed relevant data, whether it was from my notes of events, emails sent to me, discussions 
held, or interactions during community of practice sessions. These discussions enabled me to clarify how 
to proceed. 
4. Generating evidence. 
To generate evidence, the researcher must take the selected data, and explain how this data supports her 
claim to knowledge. 
Throughout my narrative description of the research project in this report, I reference the selected data, 
generated as part of Item 3 in this process, with the intention of using it to show the development of my 
theory of practice. I explain how this data contributed to my decisions and interactions, in the light of my 
values and standards of judgement. The explanations also show how the examples relate to relevant 
existing theory, and how they contribute to the body of knowledge, as part of my personal educational 
living theory. 
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The nature of the space of the community of practice was presented as a description of a learning system, 
using the Learning System Model developed during my masters research, and used throughout this study.  
2.4.4 Validation of the Enquiry 
How will I ensure that any conclusions I reach are reasonably fair and accurate? How will I evaluate the 
validity of the evidence-based account of my learning? How will I modify my concerns, ideas and practice 
in the light of my evaluations? 
A research report on an enquiry following a living theory action research methodology must be judged 
both in terms of the official criteria set out by the institution, and by the standards of judgement that the 
researcher-practitioner has identified as being relevant and valid to her research enquiry (McNiff & 
Whitehead 2006).  
The researcher’s values, and her ability to demonstrate that she has followed a rigorous methodological 
process are the foundation for establishing these standards of judgement (McNiff 2007; Gray 2009).  
The personal educational values I hold, as previously stated in Section 1.3.1, that became the standards by 
which I judge my own practice, through their expression in both my practice and my research are: 
 Academic freedom; 
 Integrity; 
 Nurturing growth and self-fulfilment; 
 Education of the whole person; 
 Reflective practice; 
 Responsibility for one’s own learning, growth and development; 
 Respect for individuality and each person’s right to their own ideas, beliefs and values; 
 Creativity and innovation; 
 Flexibility; and 
 Developing understanding by making the implicit explicit. 
I have endeavoured to make visible, to myself and others, evidence that I am living my values in my work. 
This, in itself, is demonstration of the value of developing understanding by making the implicit explicit. 
Whitehead (2010) advocates the inclusion of Habermas’ (1972) four criteria for social validity as criteria 
for assessment. The four criteria are: comprehensibility, truth, rightness and trust. In developing my 
standards of judgement, I also considered the recommendations of Byrne (2006) and McKay and Marshall 
(2001), which I mentioned in Section 2.2.5, and the criteria for assessing action research in Information 
Systems identified by Lau (1999). Lau presents his criteria in a detailed table, which I have summarised for 
my own reference in Table 2.3. 
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Conceptual Foundation Is the research aim and perspective relevant and authentic in terms 
of the situation and the research paradigm adopted? 
Study Design Is the design of the research methods, data and process 
appropriately planned, and explained in sufficient detail? 
Research Process Is an iterative action-reflection process followed that includes 
appropriate and authentic action, reflection and identification of 
lessons learned or new knowledge? 
Role Expectations Are the roles of researcher and participants appropriate and 
effective, satisfactorily addressing ethical considerations and 
planned improvements in competency? 
Table 2.3 Summary of Lau’s (1999) Criteria for Assessing Action Research 
The Computing Studio research project was designed using all but one of the recommendations for 
improving rigour and relevance (Section 2.2.5) namely, the recommendation: where possible, focus on 
more than one specific case or situation was not used. There was only one situation involved in the 
current project, rather than the multiple situations recommended. However, as the community of practice 
developed, academics from the Department of Mathematics joined the research group. This broadened 
the scope of the study. It is possible that in future research cycles, the Mathematics academics will begin 
their own separate community of practice, thus enabling the study of more than one specific situation. 
My personal standards of judgements, developed with reference to the sources just mentioned (Byrne 
2006; Habermas 1972; Lau 1999; McKay & Marshall 2001; Whitehead 2010), as well as my values and the 
process of writing this report are: 
 Does the account of my enquiry clearly explain the relevance of my values to my practice and 
provide evidence of a commitment to them in my teaching and research practice? 
 Does my research report demonstrate my commitment to nurturing each individual’s growth, 
learning and development in a holistic manner? 
 Does this thesis show evidence of originality, innovation and creativity, as well as critical 
analysis? 
 Have I successfully, through my reflective practice, made implicit knowledge and 
understanding explicit in a manner that is accessible to the reader of the account? 
 Is my account of my enquiry comprehensible? 
 Is the report an ethical and truthful reflection of the events of the research activities? 
The research must be subject to the critical assessment of researchers and practitioners in its field in order 
for its value, its significance and its legitimacy to be acknowledged (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). This 
critical assessment could take different forms. Examples are presentations to validation groups; research 
publications such as papers, articles and books; oral presentations; and electronic communication. 
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I had two main validation groups: the research project leadership team (Section 4.7), and the community 
of practice as a whole. The interactions, process and research findings were discussed with the leadership 
team throughout each research cycle, in detail. Discussions took place during weekly planning meetings, 
as well as in ad hoc conversations as required. Draft results and writings were presented to the 
community of practice as a whole at the beginning and end of each research cycle. I also requested 
confirmation of my interpretation of interviews with each member before using the data recorded during 
interviews. 
In addition to validating that I had interpreted the data in accordance with their own experiences, the 
members of the community of practice were asked to provide feedback that would help strengthen the 
validity of my claims in terms of the following questions proposed by Whitehead (2010): 
 How could I strengthen the comprehensibility of my writings? 
 How could I improve the evidence I present to justify or challenge my assertions — that is, 
what I claim to be true? 
 How could I enhance my awareness of the cultural and sociohistorical influences that affect 
my writings in terms of what I believe to be right? 
 How could I demonstrate more convincingly my authenticity in the sense that the reader can 
trust that I am genuinely committed to living my ontological values as fully as I can in my 
enquiry, ‘How do I improve what I am doing?’ 
My evolving enquiry and research process has been documented on my personal research “blog” site in 
the form of self-reflective observations. Professor Jack Whitehead, in email communications following the 
research workshop he presented at NMMU in August 2010, has invited submission of such web site links 
to his action research site (http://www.actionresearch.net), and I will submit my site, along with this 
thesis, once completed, to Professor Whitehead. This will place my enquiry in the public domain, inviting 
questions and feedback from a global researcher-practitioner audience. I will also submit journal articles 
drawn from this research for publication to relevant Computing and Educational journals. 
2.5 Limitations of the Study 
Typical limitations of action research studies include: 
 Difficulties in terms of publishing within the academic journal system (Baskerville 1999). This is 
due to the qualitative nature of the research, which can make it difficult to reduce an article 
to the required length for a scholarly journal. Acceptance of articles is also affected by the lack 
of understanding or general agreement regarding suitable criteria for evaluating action 
research. 
 Lack of exposure in the public domain (Gray 2009). Due to the difficulties in publishing action 
research studies, new knowledge that has led to useful practical improvements may not reach 
a very widespread audience. Therefore the application of results of action research projects to 
other situations may be limited. 
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 The problem of generalizability (Gray 2009). This relates to the lack of exposure in the public 
domain as well as to the specific contextual focus of action research projects. This problem is 
not unique to action research, as it applies to other types of interpretivist projects that are 
carried out within a unique situation (Guba & Lincoln 1998). 
 Collaborative framework diminishes the researcher’s control (Baskerville 1999). Action 
research studies typically have an intention to positively impact and contribute to solving the 
participants’ problems, with the participants often in the role of co-researchers. This means 
the primary researcher-practitioner has less control over the process, direction and outcomes 
of the research than in other forms of research. 
 Maintaining collaborative networks (Gray 2009). The researcher-practitioner needs to spend a 
significant amount of time establishing and managing the relationships and collaborations 
between the various parties involved. 
 Action research studies can take a long time to complete (Gray 2009). The iterative, cyclical 
nature of the action research process means that these studies can continue over long 
periods. Staff turnover taking place during these cycles can be disruptive.   
All of the typical limitations described have relevance for this research project. However, a number of 
events or conversations have resulted from the activities of senior academics in the TLC community of 
practice that could address the issues of exposure and generalizability. 
Yevgeny and Prometheus have shared the work of the TLC with academics involved in projects of the 
NMMU executive that relate directly to the improvement of education practice. There is potential for 
other departments and academic projects to use the results of this study to set up similar communities of 
practice. This will lead to the validation of the research, as well as suggestions for improvement that can 
be applied within the TLC itself. 
A limitation is that the research only took place within science departments. However, this is also part of 
the contribution. The study leads to a better understanding of the nature of an academic community of 
enquiry amongst a group of traditionally scientific thinkers, who are likely to behave differently to those in 
other disciplines (Section 5.3.1.4). 
A paper was presented at the HELTASA (Higher Education Learning & Teaching Association of Southern 
Africa) conference in December 2011, which introduced the idea of the TLC space and our activities (van 
der Post, Cowley & Barnard 2011). Colleagues from other departments at NMMU indicated that they 
would be interested in exploring ways in which they could become part of the TLC project. Further papers 
will be written and submitted for publication to Higher Education journals, as well as Computing journals 
such as the South African Computer Journal, which are becoming more accustomed to action research 
projects (Byrne 2006). 
The collaboration and time required for the research process has, to date, provided all participants with 
valuable learning experiences. Therefore, while this is typically viewed as a limitation, the members of the 
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TLC community of practice have focused on the positive rewards of these aspects of the study 
(Section 5.4, Section 8.5.5). 
2.6 Concluding Remarks 
An action research methodology was used to conduct a teaching and learning enquiry in the Department 
of Computing Sciences at NMMU. The enquiry initially focused on developing a teaching method aimed at 
improving students’ high-level cognitive skills. The focus shifted to understanding the space that had been 
created to foster the enquiry amongst the group of academics. 
I considered that greater value would be gained by learning how to empower the academics within the 
community of practice to enquire into their own educational practice, than would be the case if I 
continued with my original focus. The existing, but as yet unvalidated, Computing Studio teaching method 
would still be explored as part of the ongoing enquiry. However, with the focus on the interactions and 
process of the group itself, the research scope was broadened to include more general exploration of 
improving practice. 
The living theory action research methodology allows the researcher to be an active participant in the 
enquiry, which focuses on the specific context of her own practice. My practice is in the Department of 
Computing Sciences at NMMU, and my research enquiry was conducted with a group of my colleagues, 
aimed at improving our teaching practice. I was therefore able to develop knowledge that contributed 
both to my practice and to the body of theoretical knowledge in the domains of Computing Education and 
the scholarship of teaching and learning. 
During the four action research cycles—from Semester One, 2010 to Semester Two, 2011—I was able to 
investigate in what respect my educational values were in conflict with my teaching and learning practice. 
By exploring my own “living contradiction”, or “divided self”, in community with my colleagues, we were 
able to learn from each other. We developed a trusting, supportive space for enquiry and growth. 
The method I followed was not prescribed, with every step planned in detail at the start of the project. 
However, the action research process I followed was rigorous, and has been documented to demonstrate 
how I collected and evaluated data, in order to present a valid living educational theory of my practice. 
Data was collected from multiple sources, including questionnaires, video and audio recordings, written 
reflections, emails and journal extracts, and interviews. This allowed for triangulation of data. Data was 
selected for its relevance and used as evidence of the researcher’s claim to knowledge. 
Action research is an open-ended process, and the results discussed in this report raise new questions, as 
well as providing some theories to be further investigated. I anticipate that the community of practice will 
continue with the exploration, in the “space” that we have created, in the future. 
The next part of the thesis discusses the events and results of the first three research cycles. 
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C h a p t e r  3   
D E F I N I N G  T H E  C O N T E X T  
“Much education today is monumentally ineffective. All too often we are giving young people 
cut flowers when we should be teaching them to grow their own plants.”  
 John Gardner 
3.1 Introduction 
Chapter 2 explained how the action research methodology enabled the Computing Studio research 
enquiry. Action research follows a cyclical process, which typically starts with a “fuzzy” issue of concern. 
Each research cycle is intended to bring clarity to the problem, and hence a more focused issue of 
concern, or research question.  
The initial issue of concern was investigating how to use the Computing Studio teaching method 
(Section 1.1.2) to develop students’ high-level cognitive skills. By the end of the first two research cycles, I 
had clarified the main focus, which is the emphasis of this research report. The focus moved away from 
the teaching method itself to understanding how the process of the research group and interactions 
between the group members contributed to the development of teaching and learning practice. 
This chapter will explain the events of the first two research cycles and the relevance of those events to 
the development of the main research focus. This will include the theoretical concepts that were found to 
be pertinent to the activities and results of these first two cycles. 
Each action research cycle has five phases: Observe, Reflect, Act, Evaluate and Modify (McNiff & 
Whitehead 2006). These phases are not exclusive, tending to overlap. For this reason, I will not discuss 
each cycle in terms of the phases, but rather in terms of the significant concepts of the cycle, in sections 
that allow for and explain the overlap of phases: 
 Initial goals and objectives (which comes from observation and reflection on the situation); 
 The plan of action for the cycle (which sets out the actions to be undertaken); 
 The activities, an analysis of what was actually done and the results (which involves action, 
observation, reflection and evaluation); 
 Emergent aspects, or new ideas and concepts that arose from the activities (identified by 
reflection and evaluation); and 
 An indication of the results and implications for the following cycle (which involves evaluation 
and modification). 
Section 3.2 and its subsections discuss the first research cycle; and the second research cycle is discussed 
in Section 3.3. 
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3.2 First Research Cycle: Semester One, 2010 
This research project was intended as a continuation of my masters research, which was completed at the 
end of 2009. The masters research had investigated whether it would be possible for Computing 
academics to implement aspects of a design studio teaching approach, in order to promote creativity and 
innovation within traditional Computing modules (van der Post 2010). The research showed that such an 
approach had the potential to achieve these goals, and one outcome of the research was an explicit 
teaching approach, termed the Computing Studio teaching method. 
The Computing Studio method had generated sufficient interest amongst other academics within my 
department for me to continue with the investigation in the form of an action research project. This 
project was to form the foundation of my PhD research, and all the academics who had indicated an 
interest were invited to participate. 
The Computing Studio method is a hybrid teaching method that combines the essence of design studio 
teaching with the content and environment of Computing education (van der Post 2010). It is described 
using a Learning Systems model that was also developed during the masters research (Section 1.1.1). 
The Computing Studio teaching method had been identified as an appropriate model for teaching both 
convergent and divergent thinking, as it is grounded in a creative design process (van der Post et al. 2010). 
Convergent thinking is the more traditional mode of thinking, involving logic, analysis and judgement 
(Fry 2006). Divergent thinking is a generative, creative mode of thought. An effective creative design 
process requires both divergent and convergent thought processes.  
The epistemology of the Computing Studio method, with its foundation in the epistemology of the 
creative design studio, leads to pedagogical activities designed to have students develop more than the 
technical skills and content knowledge taught in typical Computing education (van der Post 2010). The 
additional scope encourages: 
 Both a creative and analytical way of thinking;  
 Communication and teamwork skills;  
 Understanding of personal values and beliefs about one’s own practice; and 
 Each student’s individual learning and development.  
This is achieved by moving away from traditional expository lecturing to interactive sessions that include 
open discussion, critique, and practical exploration of theoretical concepts via the production of artefacts. 
Following a teaching method grounded in creative design methods could therefore be expected to lead to 
the development of both forms of thinking, traditional convergent thinking and divergent thinking. 
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3.2.1 Goals and Objectives 
My initial research questions were developed from the recommendations of my masters research. The 
questions were broad, as expected at the start of an action research project (Dick 2000), yet they were 
clear enough to direct the enquiry (Byrne 2006). 
 How can Computing academics best be prepared for implementing the Computing Studio 
teaching method? (Question 1) 
 What happens when the Computing Studio teaching method is implemented? (Question 2) 
 Why is this method important for Computing education? (Question 3) 
 How can the effectiveness of the method be measured? (Question 4) 
The experiences of the three academics who had participated in the masters research case study had led 
me to believe that I needed to focus as much on the feasibility of implementing the method, as on the 
method itself. The feedback had revealed two major factors that required attention, if the Computing 
Studio method was to be successfully implemented by academics with little or no formal design studio 
experience, hereafter referred to as non-design academics. It was these two factors that led to my first 
research question (Question 1). 
Firstly, the academics reported that their own lack of experience with the teaching method was the 
primary cause of the difficulties they had experienced (van der Post 2010). Secondly, the preliminary 
guidelines with which I had provided them had failed to make the implicit knowledge design teachers 
have, explicit, and thereby accessible to the Computing academics.  
The Computing Studio teaching method, a tangible outcome of the masters research, was my resultant 
attempt to make the tacit knowledge and experience that design academics bring to their teaching more 
accessible to non-design academics. However, the masters research recommended that the best way to 
learn how to teach using design studio methods would be by firsthand experience in design studio 
teaching, rather than by reviewing a theoretical model. This is much the same as the concept that design 
is best learnt by practice, upon which design studio teaching methods are based. I had concluded that the 
preparation of non-design academics for teaching with the Computing Studio method should include: 
 Participation in a design studio course; 
 Development of their own practice of reflection-in-action (Section 2.2.4); and 
 Being part of a studio teaching community of practice (Section 1.4).  
Question 1, relating to the preparation of the academics, was intended to explore how to put these ideas 
into practice so as to prepare the academics participating in my research project for implementing 
Computing Studio teaching methods. 
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The second, third and fourth research questions were aimed at investigating how successfully non-design 
academics would be able to implement the Computing Studio methods, and whether or not these 
methods were as effective as anticipated for developing Computing students’ high-level cognitive skills. 
A recommendation was for non-design academics to teach using the Computing Studio method in a range 
of different modules, in order to test, refine and validate the method. If the method was implemented in 
modules that did not contain explicit design content, it should be possible to develop a method that 
promoted high-level cognitive skills, regardless of the content of the module. 
The masters research had not actually measured the effectiveness of the Computing Studio method in 
developing creativity and innovative thinking. The positive outcome of the masters research case study 
had emerged from the analysis of qualitative feedback from academics and students. It would therefore 
be necessary to identify and develop appropriate metrics for measuring how effective the method actually 
was in developing high-level cognitive skills. 
3.2.2 Plan of Action 
At the start of each cycle, after determining my goals and objectives, I created a plan of action. This plan 
included the main activities planned for the action research group, and how these activities were intended 
to contribute to the goals and objectives of the research cycle. The plan for the first research cycle is 
explained in Tables 3.1a, 3.1b and 3.1c. 
1. Use Computing Studio 
methods in research 
group sessions. 
Description 
Feedback from the academics participating in the masters research 
indicated that the Computing Studio methods would be best learnt by using 
the methods, just as design is best learnt by doing (van der Post 2010). As 
explained by one of the academics: 
“It is easier to motivate and do something that one understands 
and values.” (van der Post 2010) 
Wherever possible, the sessions and workshops held for the research group 
would be designed and conducted using Computing Studio teaching 
methods. 
Relationship to Goals 
This would provide firsthand experience of Computing Studio methods for 
the academics, thereby contributing to their understanding of how to 
implement the Computing Studio teaching method in academic modules 
(Question 1). 
Table 3.1a Plan of Action for First Research Cycle: Semester One, 2010 
 
CHAPTER 3 
DEFINING THE CONTEXT 
  Page 55 
2. Computing Studio 
Workshop. 
Description 
A workshop would be presented at the start of the cycle to prepare the 
academics who wished to participate in the project.  
The format of the workshop would follow the Computing Studio method of 
combining theory with practice (van der Post 2010). The theoretical content 
would be the Computing Studio method itself, while the format of the 
workshop would demonstrate how the method could be practically applied. 
By participating in the workshop, group members would have the 
opportunity to explore the theoretical concepts in practical activities. 
 Workshop participants would be given the theory of the Computing 
Studio method to read in advance. 
 The content of the workshop would be the application of the theory. 
Academics would redesign their module and its activities to use the 
Computing Studio methods described in the theory. 
 During the workshop, each academic would have the opportunity to 
play the roles of lecturer and student, thereby gaining experience of 
the method by active participation. 
The initial session would be followed by two or three short workshops to 
continue the learning and preparation process, within the first week of the 
semester. 
Relationship to Goals 
The workshop was intended to provide academics with an opportunity to 
set their own personal goals for the action research project, a starting point 
for the project as a whole, an understanding of the Computing Studio 
method, and a plan for applying it (Question 1). 
This would provide a baseline by which any results could be measured 
(Questions 3 and 4). 
3. Reflective Practice. Description 
Reflective practice is a cornerstone of both the action research methodology 
and the Computing Studio teaching method (Section 2.2.4). 
Academics would be encouraged to develop their own reflective practice by 
using a journal on a daily basis, to reflect on their teaching activities. These 
journals could be included as part of the academic’s module portfolio, a 
requirement of NMMU. 
Reflective practice of this nature would provide further experience for the 
academics in the process and practices of the Computing Studio methods. It 
would help them to understand the value of conscious reflection and to 
encourage students to develop this practice as part of their own learning 
process. 
Table 3.1b Plan of Action for First Research Cycle: Semester One, 2010 
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 Relationship to Goals 
As well as developing an essential skill within the Computing Studio method, 
the reflections of individual academics would provide me with important 
feedback about each academic’s implementation of the Computing Studio 
method (Question 2), and insight into its importance (Question 3). 
4. Community of 
Practice. 
Description 
A community of practice would provide ongoing support for the members of 
the project group (van der Post 2010). Activities would include: 
 Regular weekly meetings that could serve the dual function of 
discussion forum and model of the Computing Studio approach; 
 Observation of each other’s classes;  
 And continuous reflection on what does and does not work in 
practice. 
Relationship to Goals 
Weekly sessions would be designed using Computing Studio methods, thus 
providing further learning-by-experience for the group members 
(Question 1). 
Discussion and observation amongst project group members would provide 
information about what was and was not working for academics in practice, 
as well as the value of the method and the opportunity to explore new ideas 
(Questions 2 and 3). It would also provide a forum for determining how to 
measure the success or otherwise of the Computing Studio method 
(Question 4). 
Table 3.1c Plan of Action for First Research Cycle: Semester One, 2010 
Aspects of the project did not progress according to plan, so I had to modify the activities. I will explain 
what transpired, and why, in the next section. 
3.2.3 Activities 
The group began the semester with the Computing Studio workshop, as planned. However, from this very 
first activity, the group did not engage with the process in the way I had envisaged. I had expected the 
participants to come to the workshop having read the material, and set personal goals for their 
participation in the research project, as I had requested. However, the majority of the group were 
unprepared. This meant the activities I had planned would not work successfully, and I had to adjust my 
interventions and plans accordingly.  
This aligned with my educational principle of flexibility, as well as the constructivist paradigm in which 
both the Computing Studio method and my action research methodology was grounded (Creswell 2007; 
Gray 2009). 
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3.2.3.1 The Computing Studio Workshop 
The workshop was intended to provide the academics with an understanding and experience of the 
Computing Studio method, and a draft plan for teaching their modules. However, it was not successful in 
this regard, as I will now explain. 
I had designed the workshop to apply a typical Computing Studio method for dealing with theory and its 
application (van der Post 2010). The method is: 
 Participants receive reference material in advance and a task relating to the main concepts, as 
preparation for the session. 
 The completed task is used either as part of the facilitator’s preparation, or during the session 
itself. 
 During the session, participants engage in activities using the concepts they have already been 
exposed to by their preparation. 
This plan would have resulted in the academics learning about the method by experiencing it. Learning-
by-experiencing is a fundamental concept of the Computing Studio teaching method (Section 1.1.2). I had 
sent the participants an overview of the Computing Studio teaching method and its origins. This overview 
included explanations of various techniques that could be used; tips for how to prepare for the 
presentation of a module using the teaching method; and a list of references. While I did not expect the 
participants to read the entire document—it was forty pages in length—I did expect them to, at least, 
review the main concepts and come to the workshop with a sense of what the method entailed. 
During the workshop I intended to have the academics work in groups, helping each other plan how to 
apply the techniques to their own modules. It was the time of the year when most academics did the 
planning for their modules for the semester ahead. This would therefore be part of their usual workload, 
just using a different approach to the planning: working in a team environment and getting feedback from 
each other as we went along. 
I, and the other academics involved in the earlier case study, knew from experience that students, when 
they are unaccustomed to being asked to read material in advance of a class, often do not. It turned out to 
be the same with my academic colleagues. Only three out of ten actually bothered to read the material, or 
even scan it, before coming to the workshop (van der Post 2010a). 
This meant that my original plan had to be adjusted on the spot. The theory had not been read, so I was 
unable to carry on with the planned activity: applying the theory to design a new module teaching plan 
that used the Computing Studio methods. 
I had to, instead, “present” the theory. I did not want to follow a traditional, expository lecturing style. 
Quite apart from the fact that I had not prepared a presentation of the theory, I wanted to utilise an 
approach that could still provide some experience of the interactive approach of the Computing Studio 
teaching method. 
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I enlisted the help of the academics who had participated in the earlier case study, so that we could use a 
discussion approach. We covered the main points relating to the application of the method, by having an 
impromptu interactive discussion. 
My plan for the following activities also had to be adapted as the workshop had not resulted in the 
outcomes I had expected. The activities that I had intended the academics to complete during the 
workshop were given as preparation for the follow-up session. This was to: 
1. Draft personal objectives for participating in the project. 
2. Develop THREE different designs for a module in which the academic aimed to apply the 
Computing Studio method. These designs were not expected to be detailed, but should indicate 
the types of teaching and learning activities that could be implemented. 
3. The academics in the group were encouraged to develop the habit of reflection-in-action by 
writing daily reflections. 
I had anticipated having two or three two-hour workshops in the first week of the semester, before 
lectures began, for this preparatory phase of the project. This would have allowed group work during the 
workshops, then time for the academics to review the material, and apply the concepts to their module 
preparation between workshop sessions. However, the group as a whole was unwilling to dedicate time to 
a second workshop during the first week. I believed it would have been beneficial to their individual 
preparation for the semester, but at that point in the process, the majority of the academics in the group 
were not aware of the value to be gained from time spent working within the group.  
Also, there was inadequate understanding of the foundations upon which the Computing Studio method 
was built, and what would be required of an academic to put the method into practice. This was due to 
the fact that, for all except the three academics who had participated in the masters case study, the first 
exposure to the concepts of the Computing Studio had been during the workshop. If the academics had 
read the material in the days leading up to the workshop, as requested, and then been able to start 
applying the concepts during the workshop, the level of understanding could have been different. 
My plan for preparing the academics was therefore unsuccessful. The introductory workshop had failed to 
provide the academics with adequate training and exposure to the Computing Studio teaching method. 
The nature of the required learning was experiential, and there had been insufficient time allowed (only 
one two-hour session, with little or no preparation having been done) for a thorough experiential 
exploration of the concepts and method, and the theoretical basis. 
At the end of the research cycle, as part of my own reflective practice, I reviewed my plan for the 
introductory workshop in terms of the Computing Studio method and the events of the whole semester. I 
concluded that the workshop might have been more successful if I had planned the session with the 
academics in the same way I would plan for such a session with students. 
I had learned from my own and other academics’ teaching experiences during the semester. I had taught a 
postgraduate design module: Design in the Digital Domain (DDD). DDD had been developed and offered as 
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a direct result of my masters research. The overall objective of the module was to develop students’ 
creativity and innovative thinking. The content focused on an iterative, creative design process, rather 
than the traditional computing design and development methods, which students had used in 
undergraduate modules. I had presented DDD for the first time during this research cycle, using 
Computing Studio teaching methods.  
The students in my DDD module were used to step-by-step, detailed instructions. They had found my, 
intentionally, open instructions too vague. 
 
 (van der Post 2010a) 
Alice and Retha, academics participating in the research group, had similar experiences in the modules 
they had taught during the semester.  We had discovered that it was not sufficient to ask students to read 
material in advance of a session. However, if they were given assignments that could not be completed 
unless they had gone through the theory, the students were more likely to read, and learn from, the 
material. 
 
 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
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This led me to consider how to apply the same concept to my colleagues in the research group. Perhaps if 
I had designed a specific task relating to the overview material, to be completed and given to me before 
the workshop, the results would have been more successful. 
This idea was somewhat conflicting in terms of my values. One of my values is that one must be 
responsible for one’s own learning, growth and development. As a teacher, I understood that my role with 
my students was to help them develop this responsibility. However, I had expected that my colleagues, 
who were voluntary participants in the research group, would have understood the need to do the 
preparatory work, and been responsible enough to do so. Later in the research process, I understood what 
had happened more clearly (Section 5.3.2.1), although I did not understand it fully at the time. I had 
neglected to make the implicit explicit. That is, I had assumed that my colleagues would have the same 
understanding about the value of engaging with the material before the workshop as I did. This was not, 
in fact, the case, and I had not provided sufficient rationale or motivation for them to do what I had 
requested. 
The initial workshop experience also raised a new question: perhaps it is only with time and experience 
that people will come to value the group, and be willing to participate? 
3.2.3.2 Reflective Practice 
Reflective practice is an important component of action research and the Computing Studio approach. 
Reflective practice is viewed as important in teaching practice, generally: “Good practitioners are by 
definition reflective practitioners” (Learning and Skills Improvement Service 2011). I have learnt from the 
experience of conscious reflection over a number of years, and reflective practice has become one of my 
own personal educational values. 
Schön (1991), author of The Reflective Practitioner, describes a process he calls reflection-in-action. This 
process can be described as the ability to think critically and analyse actions that have been carried out 
intuitively, or with tacit knowledge. Schön suggests that an educator’s reflecting-in-action, in the context 
of the situation, is a dialectic process, or conversation.  
Lawson (2006) explains reflection-in-action in relation to the learning of a new skill, such as playing a 
musical instrument, or learning to play a sport. A beginner must think consciously about every action, and 
how the actions are related to each other: timing, position, pressure, and so on. With much practice, the 
skill becomes subconscious. An expert no longer thinks about the details of the skill that has been 
developed. In much the same way, a practiced educator does not think about the procedures, techniques 
and thought processes that must be followed in class. This is more noticeable as the educator becomes 
more experienced; the skills and knowledge become subconscious, or tacit, with practice. 
The questioning and analysing the consequences that make up reflective practice are part of the discipline 
and rigour of education practice, subconscious though it may be for the experienced educator. The value 
of naming reflective practice, and developing it into a conscious habit, rather than letting it happen in an 
unconscious manner, lies in the role of reflection in the learning process. 
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“For many practitioners, doing swallows up learning. Even staying aware of what 
we are doing does not itself create learning. Learning is a purposeful activity, 
although not a complicated one. Recognising the necessary role of reflection in 
excavating learning from experience and becoming familiar with the basic 
elements of a reflective practice will allow practitioners to begin to act on the 
notion that knowledge is embedded in the experience of their work, and to 
realize the importance of this knowledge in furthering their practice.” 
 (Amulya 2004) 
I had encouraged group members to write reflections, rather than just discuss their activities with 
colleagues. This was intended to develop reflection as learning, and as a practice, rather than just being 
informal, and unexamined, conversation. 
One of the academics—Alice, the lecturer who had had a very successful experience with the Computing 
Studio teaching method in the earlier case study—was very disciplined with her reflections, and had 
already realised the value of conscious reflective practice. Alice would close her office door for ten 
minutes after each class so as not to be disturbed, and write about the experience. Her reflection on her 
practice: 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
Alice was unfortunately the exception. The rest of the group, and I include myself here, were not very 
rigorous about writing reflections. Four of us reported “passage conversations” and other informal 
discussion, which did serve a similar purpose. These ad hoc discussions were often at a deeper level than 
previous conversations about our work, but they did not help to develop our own personal versions of a 
conscious reflective practice. For myself, my regular weekly meetings with my PhD promoters seemed to 
play an important reflective role, but I found that talking about what had happened defused the need to 
write it down, and I consequently neglected my formal reflective writing. 
Another group member, Catherine, started off by emailing me her weekly reflections. These reflections 
were in the form of a list written after the week’s lecture. While the comments could be viewed as useful 
in terms of noting problems and issues, they lacked the deep reflection and insight that would facilitate a 
change towards a more integrative approach. This process of sending me her reflections did not last 
beyond a few weeks, and I did not receive reflections from her at the end of the semester. I therefore 
came to the conclusion that she had not, at that point, developed a useful personal reflective practice. 
Here, as an example, is the reflection after her first lecture. 
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 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
At the end of the semester, or research cycle, I requested formal feedback from group members, as 
planned. I provided a set of structured questions as a starting point for the reflections (Table 3.2). The 
questions related to the application of the Computing Studio teaching method, and included questions 
about each element of the model. I did not, at this stage, specifically request feedback on the group’s 
interactions and activities, as the goals of the research project during this cycle were directly related to 
the implementation of the Computing Studio teaching method. I received responses from only four 
academics (including myself). 
I concluded that conscious reflective practice would need more focus and attention if it was to be 
successfully inculcated as a habit amongst the members of the research group, and if it was to serve the 
intended function of enabling us to understand and develop our practice. The lack of commitment to 
reflection also meant that I had not received the volume or type of feedback I had anticipated as resource 
material and data for my analysis of the results of the research cycle. 
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Time How did you use time allocated for the module that was different from usual? 
What worked and what didn’t? 
Space What did you do regarding venue? 
What else would you like to try?  
Student-Lecturer 
Ratio 
How did you manage to create a more personal relationship with your 
students?  
Materials Did you use new materials, or old materials in a new way? What was the 
impact? 
p
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ct
iv
it
ie
s 
Nature of 
Interactions 
What did you do differently in terms of interactions or activities? 
What worked and what didn’t? 
What was the students’ response?  
Content What aspects of the module’s content made the approach easy, and difficult?  
Assessment Did you take a different approach to assessment? 
How could you change your assessment to enhance students’ learning?  
ep
is
te
m
ol
og
y
 
 
How has this experience affected your understanding of and beliefs about 
education?  
fa
ci
lit
a
to
r  How did your personality affected your experience? 
How does your educational philosophy impact your teaching? 
What would you do differently in terms of preparing yourself? 
Have you learnt anything useful about yourself as an educator? 
st
u
d
en
ts
 
 What qualities of the students impacted the success or otherwise of this 
method? 
How did the students respond to your methods? 
What was different from previous experiences with students in this module? 
Table 3.2 Questions for feedback 
3.2.3.3 Community of Practice 
A community of practice had been established with the academics involved in my masters research via 
weekly meetings during the case study in 2009. This community of practice had supported the 
investigation and learning process of both myself and the three academics participating in the study. The 
academics had reported that the support provided by sympathetic colleagues within the community of 
practice had facilitated a synergistic environment in which to share ideas, discuss what was and was not 
working, reflect-in-action and so develop a better understanding of the approach (van der Post 2010a). 
This feedback was the basis for including weekly sessions to develop a community of practice in the action 
plan for the first research cycle. 
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I intended these meetings to serve a dual purpose. Firstly, to provide an opportunity for the group to 
meet regularly to discuss our work; and secondly, to facilitate experiential learning about the Computing 
Studio method. This would be achieved by using Computing Studio methods within the meetings, where 
possible. 
We started with regular weekly sessions the week after the initial workshop. To begin with, the format 
was simple: 
 Do the preparatory work in advance of the session. 
 Come to the session prepared to discuss what you had done, and what you had learned  
from it. 
 Have a group discussion on topics that had emerged as relevant. 
 Summarise, and close the session by deciding what to do as follow-up and preparation for the 
next week. 
It was difficult to get the group members to actually do what we had agreed. Invariably, they would arrive 
at the meetings without having done much preparation (van der Post 2010a). However, the sessions were 
valuable for the discussions that took place, although these were very exploratory and seemingly 
unstructured. The discussions centred around the people with more experience in using the method—
essentially those who had worked with me in my masters research—explaining how they did things and 
offering suggestions to the other group members. This was not ideal, as it did not enable us to fulfil the 
aim of modelling teaching practice in our meetings. However, it did create an open forum for exchanging 
ideas and experiences. 
During the third of these weekly sessions, there was a significant confrontation between two group 
members (van der Post 2010a). An extract from an email, sent to me by one of these members 
afterwards, gives an indication of the level of conflict that occurred: 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
I had been reading about the action research process as part of my contextual literature review, and as a 
result of both my reading, and the events of this particular session, I decided it would be beneficial for the 
group to set some agreements regarding participation in the project. I would also take a more structured 
approach to the sessions. I thought this might prevent similar situations arising again. 
Agreements should cover aspects of participation within the group and the roles of group members. 
Dick (2000) recommends that, before starting the project, the primary researcher should consider her 
relationship with all participants, and what roles each person will play. The primary researcher could, for 
example, have a steering committee with a few of the participants, who would be more directly involved 
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with her than the other participants. He suggests that it is important to agree on the processes that will be 
used in the project, while also remaining flexible and open to negotiation. 
Ethical considerations that must be considered during action research include the promise of 
confidentiality, making it clear that participants can withdraw at any stage, keeping participants fully 
informed of events and decisions, and making sure to maintain trust between the primary researcher and 
the other participants (Gray 2009). 
To date, I had not explicitly discussed the roles and relationships, processes or ethical considerations in 
detail with the group. 
I viewed the concept of setting “ground rules” (Hunter, Bailey & Taylor 1992; Palmer 2004) as a useful way 
to go about establishing agreement amongst group members about how we would proceed. Ground rules 
are intended to clarify the way a group will operate, and are usually set at the group’s first or second 
meeting. Typical ground rules address confidentiality, punctuality, personal responsibilities, and matters 
of particular importance to the specific group.  
A more structured approach would enable me to plan how to incorporate Computing Studio methods into 
the sessions, thereby contributing towards the aim of modelling the method for the academics. 
I therefore sent out some background material on action research and an agenda for the next (fourth) 
weekly session of the Computing Studio group. The agenda was planned to allow us to set agreements 
regarding participation in the group. I wanted the group members to understand that we were not simply 
getting together each week for a chat; we were engaged in research, following a well-established and 
worthwhile method, albeit somewhat different to the traditional scientific approach to research to which 
most were accustomed. 
I had been sending email summaries after each session as both a record of what we had done in the 
session, and a way to let members who had not been present know what had transpired. These 
summaries were either a group, written reflection or a summary I had made from my own notes. The 
following email, sent after the fourth session, is the record of the agreements made by the group during 
the session. The agreements included a more structured format suggested by members of the group. 
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 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
As an aside, it is interesting to note that one of the people involved in the conflict situation in the third 
meeting had found she was too busy to attend the fourth session, although I had drawn the group’s 
attention to its importance. This became a pattern of lack of attendance and consequent disruption by 
this group member.  
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 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
The change to a more structured format for the community of practice sessions proved to have a positive 
outcome. By the end of the first semester, the community of practice sessions were viewed as a 
worthwhile part of the research group activities, contributing to a spirit of collaborative learning. 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
The perceived value of the community of practice sessions was highlighted when, a few days after the 
start of the second semester, before I had scheduled community of practice sessions for the new 
semester, I was asked by three members, in separate conversations, to “Please set up a time for our 
meetings. I miss them!” (van der Post 2010a). 
An effective community of practice supported my educational value of nurturing growth and fulfilment. 
However, I had discovered that ensuring the community of practice was effective would require me to pay 
attention to some of my other values. I would need to encourage academic freedom by accepting my 
colleagues’ academic principles, even though they were often different to my own. Directly related to this 
was my respect for individuality and each person’s right to their own ideas, beliefs and values. As 
facilitator of the community of practice, I was required to act with integrity, and work through conflict 
without taking sides. This was not easy, especially when I strongly agreed with one party and not the 
other. 
3.2.4 Emergent Aspects 
The aim of using the Computing Studio teaching method at the start of this project had been to develop 
our students’ high-level cognitive skills. The importance of this aspect was confirmed as the semester 
progressed. It became clear from the feedback of the research group academics that there were other 
aspects that would require our attention. The differences in personalities and backgrounds of the 
academics themselves affected their ability to implement Computing Studio teaching methods. 
Assessment practices varied between modules in the department. The educational philosophy underlying 
the Computing Studio teaching method was central to the learning system, and required further 
clarification. 
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3.2.4.1 High-level Cognitive Skills 
By high-level cognitive skills, I refer to the cognitive and conceptual skills at the higher levels of Bloom’s 
taxonomy of educational objectives in the cognitive domain, particularly at the Applying, Analyzing, and 
Evaluating levels (Overbaugh & Schultz 2010). 
Feedback from the academics at the community of practice sessions, and from a SANTED review project 
conducted within the Department of Computing Sciences for NMMU, indicated that there was a need for 
our graduates to improve their high-level cognitive skills (Paxton 2011). The SANTED (South Africa Norway 
Tertiary Education Development) project had a broad objective of establishing a qualifications structure 
and programme profile for NMMU (http://my.nmmu.ac.za/default.asp?id=383&nid=&mod=&bhcp=1). 
This was deemed necessary as NMMU had previously been three separate tertiary organizations (the 
University of Port Elizabeth, Vista University, and the Port Elizabeth Technikon), with unclear divisions 
between programmes. 
We needed to find ways to develop better thinking, learning and communication skills.  
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
In addition, the Department of Computing Sciences’ Industry Advisory Board had given feedback that our 
graduates were lacking in the “soft skills” required in the workplace (Calitz 2010). Soft skills include 
communication, writing, problem-solving, accountability, time management, self-initiative, teamwork, and 
presentation skills. Some of the soft skills fit into the top levels of Bloom’s taxonomy in the cognitive 
domain; however, others are broader, and cannot be easily categorised in the taxonomy (Jerald 2009). 
“Therefore, the first challenge facing educators is to figure out precisely what 
‘critical thinking’ and ‘problem solving’ actually mean. The second challenge is to 
figure out whether and how such skills can actually be taught.”  
 (Jerald 2009) 
I therefore include in my definition of high-level cognitive skills the broader types of thinking such as 
reasoning, problem solving and creativity. The Computing Studio research project must further explore 
and better understand what is encompassed by the concept of high-level cognitive skills, as well as how 
students can be helped to develop these skills. 
Some academics within the Computing Studio research group attributed the lack of high-level cognitive 
skills directly to their teaching methods: 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
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The results of my DDD module indicated that the methods used in the module’s presentation had indeed 
been successful in developing the students’ soft skills. The following extracts from a recording of the 
portfolio assessment session of the DDD module demonstrate its success in developing soft skills. The 
extracts can be viewed on YouTube by following the links supplied. The recording that has been used here 
is not of a very high quality: it was made for record-keeping purposes, and not originally intended to be 
referenced in this thesis. 
 Sherwin Barlow (student), commenting on the value of the skills he has learned in 
communicating concepts at different levels:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RcHq18STUCM (Appendix C: video1-ch1.wmv) 
 Memory Machiridza (student), discussing how her presentation skills and self-confidence 
improved as a result of the interaction and activities of the module:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6YsiswvWwHA (Appendix C: video2-ch1.wmv) 
 Head of the Department of Computing Sciences commenting on how valuable it is in industry 
to have the soft skills that were developed during the module:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bW2XMz5v21s (Appendix C: video3-ch1.wmv) 
Other academics had reported an improvement in high-level skills in some of their students, which they 
also attributed to the change in their teaching approach: 
 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
I wanted to continue exploring how to develop high-level cognitive skills in the next cycle. This was 
important in terms of my personal value to educate the whole person. Would it be possible to develop 
greater understanding of how to achieve this by identifying explicit methods and techniques that 
contributed to this goal?  
I hoped to develop a range of methods and techniques that any academic could understand, develop and 
adapt for the purpose of developing students’ high-level cognitive skills. These methods would ideally be 
independent of the academic’s personality or background, or the nature of the module they were 
teaching. 
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3.2.4.2 Personalities and Backgrounds 
A recommendation from my masters research had been to further investigate the manner in which an 
awareness of teaching and learning styles could benefit both academics and students. The concept of 
personality types is directly related to teaching and learning styles. Instruments designed to determine 
personality types can also be used to measure an individual’s preferred way of learning, although a direct 
correlation between personality type and learning style is not possible (Brownfield 1993). 
As the semester continued, I observed how each of the academics using the Computing Studio method 
encountered their own set of challenges. I had noticed a similar occurrence in the case study in 2009. The 
differences in personalities of the three lecturers involved had impacted the way each approached the 
Computing Studio method, and hence, their results. This had not been a focus of the research at the time, 
but on reflection, I thought that knowing more about how different personality types approached 
teaching and learning might provide useful information for the facilitator profile element of the Learning 
System Model. 
I did not believe that only those who have a natural affinity for the Computing Studio teaching method 
could successfully implement it. In fact, even those who did, would have their difficulties. 
My own experience illustrated the point. I was very comfortable with the design studio teaching method. I 
had experienced it myself as a student, having studied a BA in Fine Arts, and had used the method often in 
my own teaching. For example, outside of the university environment I had facilitated creativity 
workshops, in which I utilised a similar approach. 
One of the modules I presented during this first research cycle was the postgraduate module, Design in 
the Digital Domain (DDD), mentioned in Section 3.2.4.1. I had found as the semester progressed, that I 
needed to modify my methods. The students found my open-ended approach too vague and confusing, 
and I had to incorporate more of the structure students were used to from traditional lecturing methods. 
They were accustomed to content-rich material, with specific detailed instructions and step-by-step 
processes (van der Post 2010a).  
I realised that the broad, generative approach I was using, and which suited my own way of thinking, was 
too unstructured for the students. However, the traditional, convergent approach to which they were 
accustomed, was too structured to encourage divergent, creative thinking. I needed to balance the two 
approaches by introducing more structure into my approach, but not as much rigidity as in the traditional 
approach. 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Second Cycle 2010) 
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The experience of teaching DDD, and having to reflect on how my personality and thinking style differed 
to that of my students, led to conversations within the research group about the effect of differences in 
personalities. 
I, and some of my colleagues, without the benefit of formal analysis, had noticed differences in the 
behaviour and attitudes of group members during community of practice sessions (van der Post 2010a). A 
few group members were regularly more willing to express their viewpoints in the group sessions, while 
others were very tentative in terms of speaking up. Some group members required detailed, factual 
information before being willing to accept or even try out an approach; for others, the detail was less 
important than the perceived benefit a new method would have for the students. Where some people 
were very open to new ideas, others preferred to justify their current practice, without investigating new 
concepts. Some members indicated that they were too concerned that an approach might not be 
successful to even try it out; whereas others were willing to try new methods out, and adapt future 
activities if necessary, should the attempt fail. 
These perceptions were subjective, based on my own and my colleagues’ personal interpretations of 
events and conversations. It was possible that, by carrying out a formal analysis of personality types and 
learning styles, some correlation could be drawn between different personalities and how they were 
engaging with the new teaching method. I hoped to be able to use such an analysis to make 
recommendations to expedite the adoption of the Computing Studio method in the future. 
This would enable my colleagues, regardless of their individual ideas, beliefs and values about education, 
to choose methods that would enable them to teach in a way that developed students’ high-level 
cognitive skills. 
3.2.4.3 Assessment 
A third aspect that had emerged as a focus during the first research cycle was that of assessment. 
Assessment was an important element of the Learning System Model. 
Principles of good curriculum design indicated that it was essential to know how something would be 
assessed before designing how it could be taught effectively (Gagné, Briggs & Wager 1992; Toohey 1999; 
Wiggins & McTighe 2001). The Computing Studio group reported that a more typical approach within the 
department was to teach the content of a module, then create an assessment based on what had been 
covered (van der Post 2010a). There was often little correlation between how content had been taught, 
and the manner in which it was assessed. There was concern that assessment was sometimes at an 
inappropriate level, for example, rote learning in third and fourth year modules. These practices were not 
conducive to the development and assessment of high-level cognitive skills. 
The group wanted to develop their understanding of how assessment could be used to enhance learning, 
and what type of assessment would be appropriate for assessing high-level skills: 
 
CHAPTER 3 
DEFINING THE CONTEXT 
  Page 72 
 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
It was thought that it would be useful to have a consistent understanding amongst the different 
academics in the department of what constituted an appropriate mix of assessment methods; what 
methods would be most appropriate for different levels of the cognitive taxonomy; and what would be 
suitable at different year levels (van der Post 2010a). Such a common understanding could lead to a 
departmental standard being developed, which would be beneficial to both academics and students. 
Assessment methods aligned to the development of high-level cognitive skills would contribute to the 
holistic education of our students. This would prepare them more fully for careers after graduation, and 
lead to better rounded graduates. 
3.2.4.4 Philosophy 
A fourth aspect that emerged was the need to rename the core element of the Learning System Model 
developed in my masters research. The core element of the model was epistemology. This core element 
encompassed the understanding of knowledge creation upon which the Learning System and its related 
teaching methods would be based, and was central to the entire system. 
Epistemology was only one aspect of a philosophical paradigm, and I now realised that other aspects were 
also fundamental to a Learning System, and how an educator approached his practice. At this point in the 
research cycle, I was not entirely sure about what the critical aspects of the philosophy element would be. 
This became clearer during the third research cycle. At this point, I renamed the element as Philosophy. 
Later, I included four specific elements (Section 6.4.1.1). The term would be viewed with a broad 
understanding that included (Figure 3.1): 
 Ontology (or more simply, being); 
 Epistemology (once again, a simple term could be: knowing); 
 Values; and 
 Ethics. 
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I believed it would be useful to explicitly describe these other aspects. Making the implicit explicit leads to 
improved understanding of the concepts, and would enable me to better introduce the concepts into 
group discussions. 
 
Figure 3.1 Updated Learning System Model 
3.2.4.5 Concrete Tools 
Discussions during community of practice sessions had consistently led to requests for examples of 
Computing Studio methods in practice (van der Post 2010a). 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
Group members expressed the desire for concrete examples or step-by-step instructions for the 
application of the theoretical concepts of the Computing Studio method. While one of the foundations of 
the Computing Studio method, learning-by-experience, would suggest that trying something out for 
oneself would be the best way to learn about it, I understood that concrete examples might make it easier 
to get started. 
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If group members were to write concrete reflections on their teaching and learning activities, these 
reflections could form the basis of specific examples of the application of the methods. These examples 
could be structured as a form of “toolkit”; each example could be developed into a tangible tool that 
fitted into one or more of the elements of the model. Each tool would have a specific purpose within the 
overall Learning System. 
Academics would then be able to use a tool with a specific purpose in mind, try it out and adapt it for their 
own circumstances. Tools would be revised and developed based on their experiences, in an iterative 
process. 
3.2.5 Results and Implications 
The first semester of 2010, or the first research cycle of the project, had mixed results. Three of the 
original ten group members had dropped out of active participation; four were more fully engaged than at 
the start (van der Post 2010a). I had gained some information that could go towards answering my 
research questions (Section 3.2.1), but not as much as I had anticipated. New aspects had emerged as 
being important (Section 3.2.4), and I found my focus had shifted somewhat. 
The focus of the first research cycle had been on learning (McNiff & Whitehead 2006). I reviewed what I 
had learnt in terms of the goals I had set at the start of the cycle. This would enable me to clarify my focus 
for the second cycle in a manner that would be informed by my learning, or the results of my reflective 
practice. 
Progress had been made towards learning some information about the first three research questions 
(Section 3.2.1): the preparation of academics for implementing the Computing Studio teaching method; 
what happened when the Computing Studio teaching method was implemented; and why the method 
could be important within a Computing Sciences department. The fourth question, regarding 
measurement of the method, had not been addressed. 
I had learnt that I would need to plan an introductory workshop differently, if it was to be successful in 
preparing academics for applying the Computing Studio method (Section 3.2.3.1). Without adequate 
exposure to the Computing Studio concepts, the academics had not been motivated to do the preparation 
that was necessary for them to be able to engage in experiential activities in the workshop. The results of 
my attempt at preparing the academics had led me to a new consideration: Perhaps it would only be 
possible for academics to appreciate the value of the teaching method through their own experience with 
it, over an extended period? 
The weekly community of practice sessions had become an integral and valued part of the research 
project (Section 3.2.3.3). These sessions provided the opportunity for academics to share ideas, get 
feedback on their challenges and endeavours, and learn from each other. However, the sessions needed 
to be carefully structured and facilitated, to ensure positive collaboration. These community of practice 
sessions, if well-designed, could serve the purpose of modelling Computing Studio teaching methods, 
thereby providing academics with some personal experience of the method in action. An important aspect 
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of the community of practice was setting agreements about participation that would contribute to a 
productive environment, and help to avoid potential conflict between strong personalities. 
The group as a whole had not developed a conscious reflective practice (Section 3.2.3.2). Reflective 
practice was a concept fundamental to an effective action research process, to the Computing Studio 
teaching method, and to the process of learning from one’s own practice. Informal reflection was easy for 
group members to participate in via conversations and discussion during community of practice sessions. 
However, I would need to focus on activities to develop conscious reflective practice in order for 
participants to gain the full benefit of self-reflection. An established practice of reflection would also 
provide me with formal feedback to use as data for my own study. 
The differences between academics in terms of personalities, experience and backgrounds appeared to 
impact both their participation in community of practice sessions and their approach to implementing the 
Computing Studio teaching method (Section 3.2.4.2). However, these observations were based on 
subjective interpretation of my colleagues’ behaviours and attitudes. Formal analysis of individuals’ 
personality types and learning styles would contribute to understanding this aspect and relevant future 
recommendations. 
There was a lack of understanding within the group of the role of assessment in an effective teaching and 
learning practice (Section 3.2.4.3). Assessment is a critical factor in any tertiary education programme, and 
it would therefore benefit the research group, our students, and the Computing Sciences department 
overall to develop an understanding of effective assessment, especially with regard to high-level cognitive 
skills. 
Philosophy was the element at the core of any Learning System (Section 3.2.4.4). The Computing Studio 
model had its own fundamental philosophy, from which the teaching and learning activities arose. Each 
academic’s philosophy contributed directly towards their own teaching practice, although this 
contribution was typically subconscious. It could be valuable to explore individual philosophies within the 
group, and compare these. This could lead to a clearer description of the philosophy underlying the 
Computing Studio teaching method. It could also help academics to identify specific methods for which 
they would have a natural affinity, and those which they would find challenging. 
Feedback from both academics and students in the relevant modules had shown that the Computing 
Studio method could contribute to the development of high-level cognitive skills (Section 3.2.4.1). Other 
aspects that could be important for the Department of Computing Sciences in the long term were more 
consistent and appropriate assessment methods (Section 3.2.4.3,) and the establishment of a community 
of practice that facilitated the sharing of ideas and knowledge between both experienced and 
inexperienced academics (Section 3.2.3.3). 
My research questions, at the start of the cycle, had been about the implementation and value of the 
Computing Studio teaching method within a traditional Computing Sciences teaching environment. The 
research group had developed a momentum of its own, and the academics who were actively involved 
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had indicated what would help them. They had asked for more concrete tools and specific examples, to 
help implement Computing Studio methods (Section 3.2.4.5). 
I decided that my focus for the second semester would be on making the implicit explicit, to a greater 
extent than the existing Computing Studio documentation did. I would aim to develop tools that would 
assist us to better understand and develop our own practice. 
3.3 Second Research Cycle: Semester Two, 2010 
The second research cycle began in Semester Two, 2010, with a group of eleven academics. These eleven 
consisted of the seven who had remained active to the end of the previous cycle; the three who had 
dropped out halfway through, but wanted to participate again; and one new member. 
3.3.1 Goals and Objectives 
My main research question for the second cycle reflected the shift in my focus towards developing 
concrete tools for the Computing Studio method. This would make implicit techniques and methods 
explicit, and thereby more accessible to the academics. 
The question was: How do I develop the ideas encompassed by the Computing Studio teaching method 
into a toolkit to assist academics (with different backgrounds, experience and personalities, and 
presenting different types of modules) to teach for high-level learning? 
I envisaged the development of a multi-dimensional version of the Learning System Model, that 
academics could use as a “toolkit”. The toolkit would consist of an overview of the model, and the tools 
for applying it. The toolkit would be presented in an interactive online format, with a printable version for 
easy reference. The overview would include the model’s use as a summary of teaching methods, the 
requirements of the academic presenting the module, and any relevant characteristics that were known 
about the students. The tools would be organised according to the elements of the Learning System 
Model, with each element expandable to show a range of tools that could be used by the academic. Tools 
could overlap, and be included in more than one element, or category. Some tools were likely to be 
interdependent, and could be used either alone or to support other tools. Each tool would be structured 
in the same way, following a format similar to the Learning System Model, to provide consistency. 
A possible template for the structure of a tool is shown in Figure 3.2. 
The different tools in each element would ideally be categorised into those most suited to particular 
personality types, personal education philosophies and even particular types of modules. 
The toolkit, intended as a tangible outcome of the research project, would be a work-in-progress, as the 
development of a complete toolkit would take a number of iterations and the involvement of a range of 
different personalities, modules and circumstances. 
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TOOL NAME 
Example Not all tools will have an example. Examples that are provided will demonstrate 
a practical application of the tool. 
Purpose Describes why you would use the tool in the context of the community of 
practice. Includes the reasons for its importance, how it relates to the 
underlying philosophy, and the outcomes to which it can contribute. 
What it is A description of the tool. 
When to use it Suggestions for appropriate instances for using the tool. 
Source The origin of the tool. A tool may be used directly as suggested by one of the 
references, or be an adaptation of such a reference, or be something identified 
by reflective practice on the community of practice experience. 
How it works Steps for using the tool. 
How to BE In certain instances, specific qualities and skills can be beneficial to a successful 
outcome. These are explained here. 
What  to watch 
out for 
Experience of using the tool may have highlighted issues, problems and 
opportunities that can arise. These are given here, so that the facilitator can 
anticipate and prepare.  
How it fits the 
model 
How it fits into the learning systems model. Where relevant this includes which 
element or elements the tool is part of, as a well as suggestions for how it could 
be used in actual teaching and learning, rather than just community of practice. 
Related tools Names of related tools. 
Figure 3.2 Possible Structure of a Tool 
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The main goal for the second research cycle was therefore to develop the existing model, with the 
assistance of the research group, into a useful toolkit. The toolkit would be based on the experiences and 
feedback of the group members. The methods used by group members would be reviewed and 
documented in order to create concrete tools. The academics would further test, revise and validate the 
tools in their teaching practice during the following (third) research cycle. 
The specific aspects of the model that I chose to focus on for my personal research were informed by my 
review of the results of the first research cycle (Section 3.2.5): 
 The philosophy element of the Learning System Model. Philosophy was central to the model. 
How could I better understand the underlying assumptions upon which the Learning System, 
and its pedagogical activities, were based? 
 Assessment. Best practice in curriculum design stated that one should know how the methods 
and intended learning outcomes of a module would be assessed before determining the 
pedagogical activities (Section 3.2.4.3). Assessment impacts what students view as important, 
how they learn, and how one decides to teach. What tools could the group develop to 
improve assessment practice? 
 Relevant parts of the Learning System Model that relate to teaching and learning design. 
What was the nature of the interactions and activities that influence the development of 
higher cognitive skills and conceptual learning? 
 Facilitator profile. How does the personal education philosophy, experience, skills and 
personality of an academic affect aspects of teaching for high-level learning? Could we 
incorporate recommended strategies for different personalities and different module types 
into the Computing Studio model? 
3.3.2 Plan of Action 
The focus for the second research cycle was clearer than it had been at the start of the first cycle, which is 
typical of action research projects (Section 2.1). I had used what I had learnt from the first cycle to direct 
my action plan for this semester (Tables 3.3a, 3.3b, 3.3c and 3.3d). 
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1. Values workshop. Description 
Action research is values based (Section 2.3). The intention of this workshop 
would be to help the group make our implicit personal and educational 
values explicit, and relate them to our research and teaching practice. 
Making our values explicit would also be useful when developing personal 
philosophies of education, the second item in this action plan. 
Relationship to Goals 
The workshop could form part of a tool to help academics understand their 
educational values. 
The design of the workshop could be used as a template for the design of 
other workshops. 
The personal values of each academic could be evaluated, and 
commonalities could help to identify the values upon which our teaching 
practice, and therefore the developing Computing Studio method, was 
founded. 
2. Develop personal 
philosophy of 
education. 
Description 
A workshop would introduce the concepts, and group members would 
continue our enunciation of individual philosophies of education as an 
ongoing enquiry for each academic. 
We would review our progress in developing our philosophies at the end of 
the cycle. 
Relationship to Goals 
Each individual philosophy would contribute to the articulation of the 
philosophy underlying the Computing Studio method. Personal philosophies 
could also be included in each academic’s teaching portfolio, which would 
become a requirement of NMMU in the future. 
Table 3.3a Plan of Action for Second Research Cycle: Semester Two, 2010 
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3. Personality 
profiling. 
Description 
Two methods would be followed to learn more about the personalities 
within the research group. The first would be the Felder-Silverman Learning 
Style Inventory (Felder & Soloman 2010). The second would be the Cum 
Laude Brain Profile (du Plessis 2011). 
 Learning styles. Academics prefer using teaching methods that suit 
their natural learning style (Felder & Silverman 1988). Therefore an 
awareness of how they prefer to learn, and other possible ways of 
learning, would expand the academics’ understanding of, and ability 
to incorporate, different methods into their classes. Numerous 
learning style tests are available; however, the Felder-Silverman test 
is commonly used in scientific disciplines (van der Post 2010), and 
could be completed online at no cost. Results are provided 
immediately, so it is quick and easy to accomplish. 
 Personality testing. The brain profiling approach I planned to use was 
different to more conventional and well-known personality tests, such 
as Myers Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) (The Myers and Briggs 
Foundation 2011). Tests like MBTI typically measure ability as much as 
preference. In my professional experience, these tools often lead to 
“putting people in boxes”, or stereotyping, by labelling people as a 
particular type.  
Du Plessis’ Brain Profile seemed to be descriptive, rather than 
prescriptive. It focused on the person’s preferred style of thinking and 
working, rather than his abilities (Section 3.3.3.2). Also, each profile 
would be customised and unique, which seemed less likely to lead to 
stereotyping. 
Participation in both learning style testing and brain profiling would be 
voluntary. Each group member could decide what information they wished 
to keep private and what would be shared for research purposes. 
Relationship to Goals 
The results could provide more detail for describing the facilitator profile 
element of the Computing Studio model, and making recommendations for 
academics to follow, depending on their particular personality or learning 
style. 
Understanding learning styles would raise awareness for academics of the 
differing needs of their students, as well as their own preferences. 
Both of these profiling tests could be used as concrete tools. 
Learning style tests could be used in the future with students to assist them 
in understanding their own learning needs. 
Table 3.3b Plan of Action for Second Research Cycle: Semester Two, 2010 
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4. Plan assessment. Description 
The group would review current assessment methods within our modules 
and determine if changes could be made to encourage development of 
high-level cognitive skills. 
Relationship to Goals 
Examples could be included in the toolkit for use by academics in future 
teaching practice. A better understanding of assessment of high-level 
cognitive skills in our discipline could be developed. 
5. Plan teaching  and 
learning activities. 
Description 
Module teaching plans would be aligned with any proposed changes to 
assessment, and to incorporate Computing Studio methods. That is, once an 
academic had determined how an outcome was to be assessed and what 
the related content was, she would be able to include appropriate 
Computing Studio teaching and learning activities to facilitate the particular 
assessment type or method. 
These plans would be implemented with ongoing review and changes as 
required. 
Relationship to Goals 
As with assessment, examples of teaching plans could be included in the 
toolkit for future use. 
6. Community of 
practice sessions. 
Description 
Weekly sessions with the research group would continue. The group would 
be requested at the start of the semester to agree on the structure and 
content of these sessions. 
Relationship to Goals 
As in the previous research cycle, the community of practice sessions would 
provide a support and discussion forum for furthering both group and 
personal research goals and teaching practice. 
7. Reflective practice. Description 
I intended to find ways to improve the group’s practice of self-reflection, so 
as to develop the discipline of reflective practice. 
Relationship to Goals 
Reflective practice is an important aspect of both the Computing Studio 
method and action research. Results of reflective practice would enable us 
to learn about the successes and failures of our activities, and to feed these 
back into a cyclical development process. Reflective practice applied in this 
way could lead to useful, effective tools to be included in the toolkit. 
Table 3.3c Plan of Action for Second Research Cycle: Semester Two, 2010 
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8. Formal feedback. Description 
Academics would provide formal feedback as written reflections answering 
specific questions. This would be done twice during the cycle: mid-semester 
and at the end of the semester. 
Each academic would decide when it would be appropriate to obtain 
feedback from students in a particular module. 
Relationship to Goals 
Formal feedback would be used in the same way as the more informal 
reflections, to improve our practice. It would also be invaluable for me as 
data which I could analyse, learn from, and use to plan for the next cycle. I 
would also be able to include written reflections as evidence in my research 
report. 
9. Videos. Description 
I planned to record community of practice sessions, meetings, discussions 
and classes as seemed relevant and appropriate. 
Relationship to Goals 
Multimedia recordings provide a very useful and immediate record of 
events. Recordings can be analysed to obtain information that is not 
accessible or observable in written or reported feedback of events. 
10. Administration. Description 
Academics in the group and students in their modules would sign informed 
consent forms. Ethical permission had been granted under the auspices of 
the Computing Studio research project (reference number: H10-Sci-CS-013). 
Relationship to Goals 
One of my personal values is integrity. Therefore it was important to me to 
ensure that my research conformed to appropriate ethical and moral 
requirements. 
11. Critical friends and 
validation groups. 
Description 
Obtaining objective input from suitably qualified people is an important 
aspect of any action research project. I aimed to identify appropriate 
people, and obtain feedback from them. 
Relationship to Goals 
External validation provides an objective perspective that is difficult to 
achieve when one is actively participating in the research process. It would 
provide insight for evaluating our actions and for planning the next cycle.  
Table 3.3d Plan of Action for Second Research Cycle: Semester Two, 2010 
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Action points 9, 10 and 11 were conducted as part of the normal research process, and had little impact 
on what was learnt from the semester’s activities and the resultant refining of the research focus. These 
points are therefore not discussed. The rest of the activities and their results are discussed in the following 
section. 
3.3.3 Activities 
At the end of the semester I developed a list of questions (Figure 3.3) to assist the academics to write a 
structured reflection of the events and experiences of the research cycle. These questions had emerged 
from my observation of events. The response to these questions, both formal and informal, from the 
group members, identified the most significant activities of the semester as: identifying personal values 
and philosophies of education; brain profile testing; and the ongoing community of practice sessions. 
However, the plan for integrated assessment did not work out as intended. 
1. What has been most significant for you in the activities of the Computing Studio 
research group this semester? 
2. Why?  
3. How has it impacted your practice (teaching and research)? 
4. How has it impacted your students? 
5. How has it impacted your relationships with your colleagues? 
6. If it has impacted you in any other ways you wish to share, please do so.  
7. Can you describe any specific processes/tools/methods that were part of this? 
8. What evidence can you give as a demonstration? That is, something concrete 
other than your thoughts and feelings. 
9. Other general comments? 
10. What would you like to focus on in the next action research cycle? 
Figure 3.3 Questions for Reflection, Second Research Cycle 
As with the first research cycle, some group members were more active and enthusiastic, and more 
regular in attendance than others. I received written reflections at the end of the semester from only one 
academic, although there was informal discussion with the others about what had happened and what we 
had achieved. 
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 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Second Cycle 2010) 
I had presented my plan of action, as a broad approach for the semester, during the first community of 
practice session. I had invited the group to offer their suggestions, as I was open to changing the plan to 
meet the requirements of the group, if necessary.  
I believed it was important to develop group ownership of the project. This arose from my value of 
nurturing growth and self-fulfilment amongst my peers. Although I was currently the project leader, and 
the project had arisen from my personal research interests, the value of the project was in the 
contribution it could make to the development of teaching and learning practice as a whole, within the 
department. If this was to be achieved, my personal belief was that the project needed to become “our” 
project, rather than “Leda’s”, as it was currently perceived. 
However, no specific suggestions about the plan had been made by group members, so I continued with 
my plan as it stood. 
3.3.3.1 Values and Philosophy of Education 
I scheduled two workshops, in addition to the weekly community of practice sessions. The first focused on 
articulating personal values, and the second on the development of personal philosophies of education. 
Action research is values-based (Section 2.1), but there had been no conscious articulation of the values of 
the Computing Studio method. I could have used a generic list of action research values as a starting point, 
but believed it would be more relevant, and honest, to explore our own personal values. We could then 
identify the relationship between our personal values and our teaching and learning, and research, 
practice. When one is aware of one’s values, as opposed to values being a subconscious part of one’s 
belief system, one can make choices that will allow one to focus on areas that have the most importance 
for oneself (Pavlina 2010). 
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The values and personal philosophy of education workshops created a forum for discussion about 
personal belief systems. This was unusual in our department, which is located within the Science faculty. 
Facts and figures tend to be the normal currency of conversation, rather than philosophical debates. The 
introduction of a philosophical, and very personal, aspect to our enquiry contributed to the atmosphere of 
trust that had begun to be recognised within the community of practice (van der Post 2010a). I observed a 
willingness for group members to consider themselves more introspectively than most had done 
previously. There was a shift in behaviour related to my values of considering the whole person, and 
nurturing each individual’s growth and development. 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Second Cycle 2010) 
As part of the workshop, I showed extracts from group members’ reflections that, in my opinion, were an 
expression of their values (Figure 3.4). This helped to make the discussion concrete. The academics began 
to consider how values could vary between individuals, as well as cultures. They began to think about 
differences in values between a staff member and students. This resulted in the start of an exploration 
into the explicit integration of values in our teaching. 
 
Figure 3.4 Extracts from Reflections, Semester Two, 2010  
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The exploration of personal values and educational philosophy was important for the holistic growth and 
development of the academics within the research group. It contributed towards the sense of belonging 
to a community of practice (van der Post 2010a). I believe it also encouraged the process whereby each 
individual began taking greater responsibility for their own, personal development. The results of the 
workshops and subsequent discussions created greater awareness that each person has a different reality, 
and the need to respect this. As the academics experienced this shift in awareness within the community 
of practice, they began to carry the ideas over into their classrooms. 
3.3.3.2 Personality Profiling 
The learning styles test was completed by five of the academics in the research group. Sherry decided to 
use it with her students, as it was so readily available. She found it useful, though did not actually measure 
the impact it had on her teaching, or the students’ learning. 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Second Cycle 2010) 
The brain profile testing provided an opportunity for academics to learn more about themselves. Some 
were initially hesitant, and although the testing would be paid for from Alice’s personal research funds, 
three group members chose not to participate. For the remaining eight who did participate in the testing, 
it proved to be an interesting and insightful experience. 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Second Cycle 2010) 
 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
I chose to use Dr Yvonne du Plessis’ Brain Preference Profile (2011) rather than a more well-known system 
such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) (The Myers and Briggs Foundation 2011). There was a 
specific reason for my choice. My personal experience of MBTI testing during my industry career had 
influenced my perception of the outcomes of this type of testing. I had experienced that people tended to 
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label each other by the results of such testing, and categorise colleagues in terms of stereotypes. This was 
confirmed by my literature review to be a possible negative consequence of personality tests. For 
example: 
“At the heart of personality tests is the assumption that people have a core set of 
fixed personality traits that determine their behaviour. The problem is that 
people are inconsistent. They change their behaviour based on the situation that 
they face and the people with whom they are interacting. … The whole purpose 
of a personality test is to put people in a series of non-overlapping boxes. If you 
are in a nice guy box, you can’t be in the tough guy box. … These categories are 
so broad that they don’t tell us much about a person. As a consequence, people 
who are quite different can end up in the same categories which makes the 
categories poor predictors of behaviour.”  
 (White 2006) 
The main reason I was exploring personality types within the research group was to highlight the different 
ways in which individuals might respond to similar situations and methods. I was concerned that 
categorising the individuals within the group could restrict the potential for their growth. I wanted to 
encourage self-knowledge for the opposite reason—to nurture learning and growth. Categorisation would 
likely occur when the results were analysed, and in the development of the toolkit, but it would not be 
linked to specific people. 
The brain preference profile was introduced to me by Alice. Her three children had been tested using this 
profiling system, in the context of career choice. The results had proved remarkably accurate, as well as 
providing a tool to assist each to understand themselves better (van der Post 2010a). The personalised 
report provided helped the individual understand what she was interested in, and what was important to 
her, rather than focusing on ability. It seemed to me that this was less likely to result in stereotyping than 
MBTI or a similar system. 
“Brain Preferences refer to an individual’s unique combination of strengths and 
weaknesses. They explain the differences between people, why people think and 
act in different ways and why some people enjoy and excel at certain things and 
why others feel comfortable with and achieve at other activities.”  
 (du Plessis 2011) 
After the profiling process was completed, group members discovered that we could, in fact, map aspects 
of the results to our personal values (van der Post 2010a). This contributed to a sense of continuity in our 
activities, and provided relevance for the exploration of values, philosophies and personalities. 
The brain preference profile describes the person in terms of four aspects, or personalities: the academic 
(A), the good citizen (B), the caring person (C), and the risk-taker (D). Five group members have included 
their profiles as part of their persona (Appendix A). My own brain profile chart is shown here in Figure 3.5. 
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Figure 3.5 Brain Profile Chart for Leda van der Post 
My brain profile was noticeably different from the other seven group members. The majority of the group 
had their highest scores in the A and B columns, whereas my stronger areas were in the C and D columns. 
The brain profiling process appeared to have had a significant impact on the interactions and atmosphere 
within the group. During the semester, or this second research cycle, I noticed the development of an 
unprecedented level of trust, openness, and willingness to share personal experiences within the group. I 
attributed this to the brain profiling process, as well as the non-judgemental attitude I had encouraged 
within the community of practice. 
I had perceived a noticeable difference in the interactions between group members from the time of 
completing the brain preferences questionnaire. This difference was discernible both during the 
community of practice sessions, and in day-to-day activities. The group members had been required to 
think about themselves with a greater degree of self-awareness than usual, in order to complete the 
survey. This, in itself, began a process of introspection and self-analysis. The values and educational 
philosophy workshops, which took place after the surveys had been completed, but before we had 
received the results, were further self-reflective and exploratory activities. 
The feedback from the group members about the brain preference profiling process was of a very 
personal nature, with recognition given to the “safe space” that had been created within the group. 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
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 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Second Cycle 2010) 
A few people did categorise themselves, as for example, “an AB type”, or “not strong in C & D”, but the 
stereotyping was not as widespread, or as definitive, as I had experienced when using other systems. The 
visual nature of the charts summarising the profile helped us to distinguish individual differences. 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
Sherry, who scored very high in the A and B aspects, immediately categorised herself as an “AB”, and 
expressed the desire to be able to categorise her colleagues. On reflection, I realised that this was to be 
expected of her personality. Someone with high “academic” (A) and “good citizen” (B) scores, would have 
a predilection for factual analysis, details and observing rules. 
The overall outcome of the brain profiling process was a willingness to consider each other, and our 
differences, in a way we might not have done previously. The group came to the conclusion that this could 
lead to better communication, both within the group, and with other colleagues and students. 
The group decided that it would be worthwhile to explore a way of using the brain profiling as a tool for 
our students to learn more about themselves. I was to discuss the idea further with Dr du Plessis, with the 
intention of implementing a simplified, cheaper version on a larger scale, with students, in the next 
research cycle. 
The brain profiling process contributed to personal growth and development in the same way as had the 
values and educational philosophy workshops. Group members were able to appreciate each other’s 
points of view better, as there was now a common frame of reference to explain our differences. At the 
same time, the process highlighted the idea of different perspectives being valid, in terms of different 
contexts, rather than right or wrong. 
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3.3.3.3 Community of Practice 
The community of practice that had developed in the first semester continued to provide support for the 
academics who regularly participated in the research group. This was a result of the regular weekly 
meetings, the separate workshops, and many ad hoc discussions in the passages and offices of the 
department. I had observed how group members benefited from the opportunities to discuss ideas and 
challenges. 
 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
The motivation and energy of the community of practice was noticed and commented on by other staff 
members in the department (van der Post 2010a).  
This led to the recognition of action research as a valid research methodology within the department, and 
therefore the Computing discipline. This was in distinct contrast to the scepticism I had faced when I 
began the project. At a meeting for reviewing postgraduate proposals, one masters and one PhD student 
proposed forms of action research as the chosen research methodology. Both these students had 
supervisors who were not part of the Computing Studio group, and the topics were in technically-oriented 
fields of the discipline. Prior to my research project, action research had not been formally used as a 
research methodology within the department. 
I believe the acknowledgment by staff members external to the research group of the validity of action 
research gave our community of practice greater credibility. This credibility would, in turn, benefit our aim 
of improving teaching and learning practice within the department. 
The group was further validated when the Head of Department (HoD) asked me if one of his personal 
objectives, conducting focus groups with a range of students, would fit in with the group’s research focus, 
and if someone in the group could take it on. During the first cycle, the HoD had teased me about my box 
of coloured pens and other design material that I habitually took to class, hinting that my methods might 
be more appropriate in a department of pre-school teachers. His change in attitude had come about by 
listening to talk in the tearoom and observing the excitement about their teaching that was expressed by 
members of the group (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Second Cycle 2010). 
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It confirmed to me that it was important to remain in integrity with one’s values. My firm belief that one 
should have the academic freedom to find ways to improve one’s education practice had enabled me to 
develop the research project to the point where it was accepted as valuable within my department.   
3.3.3.4 Integrated Assessment 
I began a process of enquiry into improving methods of assessment for the group to follow, in conjunction 
with Dr Mel Skead from the NMMU Centre of Teaching, Learning and Media (CTLM). Dr Skead 
recommended that we take an integrated approach, beginning with a clearer understanding of the 
intended outcomes of teaching and learning at the programme level (van der Post 2010a). 
This corresponded with my own understanding of the recommended process for planning or designing a 
teaching programme (Section 3.2.4.3). First, identify the desired outcomes at programme level, then 
determine the relevant content and how it would be assessed, and only then plan the teaching and 
learning activities. 
I developed a three step process for the group to work through. The first step would enable us to collect 
or create material for a workshop with Dr Skead, to facilitate the second step. The third step would be the 
implementation of what we had learned. 
The first step in the process was for each group member to answer some broad questions relating to the 
module or modules he was teaching. The questions, suggested by Dr Skead with the intention of 
generating concrete examples, yet not requiring a lot of work for each academic, were: 
 First, consider why you would like to do things differently in the module(s) you teach. Can you 
think of specific examples that would serve to highlight your reasons or rationale? 
 Clarify your current teaching practice and assessment methods. Use examples from modules 
you present to best illustrate your methods. 
 What are the biggest challenges you face as an academic? Provide context and details. 
The responses to these questions were to be given to Dr Skead as material for the workshop. The 
workshop was intended to help us work through the second step: to clarify intended learning outcomes, 
identify any discrepancies in the current module documentation, map learning outcomes to relevant 
content, and then decide on methods to assess the outcomes. Dr Skead’s expertise would assist us in 
determining the appropriate cognitive levels for each module, and how best to assess them. We would 
then be able to plan teaching and learning activities to develop the outcomes, and provide students with 
relevant learning opportunities. 
I proposed the plan to the group, and all agreed to work through the process. However, the initial 
enthusiasm dissipated, and only four group members (including myself) completed the first step.  
This lack of follow-up had become a pattern throughout the second research cycle (van der Post 2010a). A 
new idea would be presented, and enthusiastically embraced within the supportive environment of the 
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community of practice sessions. However, once participants were required to act on their own and fulfil 
the action plan, concrete results failed to materialise. 
I believed it was pointless to force the assessment review process. My philosophy was that the activities of 
the group should be guided by the momentum or motivation of the group members as a whole, not by my 
own agenda. My role was as facilitator of an exploratory process. This was different to being a lecturer, in 
which role it would have been my responsibility to guide the group to a specific outcome. I therefore put 
my plan for exploring assessment on hold.  
In retrospect, I recognized this behaviour as directly related to Palmer’s concept of a “movement 
approach” (Palmer 1992), which is discussed in detail in Section 4.4.2.1. This idea can be summarised by 
saying that at any given time, different people will be at different stages along a journey towards change. 
Each person’s level of commitment towards the change, and her consequent actions, will be dependent 
on how far along the journey she has moved. The individuals who completed the actions planned in the 
community of practice sessions were further along in their journey than those who did not. 
My decision not to pursue the plan regarding assessment came from my commitment to respecting my 
colleagues’ points of view. I would be flexible enough to change my plans, so as not to impose my own 
ideas on the group. I hoped that, if I did not force the issue, the project would continue. In time, the 
individuals within the group would develop to a point where we would be able to revisit, and proceed 
with, the important concept of integrated assessment. 
3.3.4 Emergent Aspects 
I had not anticipated the main aspect that emerged during the second research cycle. There was a shift in 
emphasis, for me, away from the concept of developing a toolkit. My focus at the start of the cycle had 
been on the development of the Computing Studio method, and the creation of a concrete toolkit for its 
application (Section 3.3.1). By the end of the cycle, it had become more important for me to understand 
the dynamics of the actual group of people with whom I was working. 
The relationships between the group members, and the opportunity for sharing knowledge and 
deepening the enquiry that had emerged as a result of the community of practice, had become more 
relevant at this point than the teaching methods. 
There were a number of events that caused me to reach this conclusion. 
Firstly, while the members of the group had expressed their appreciation for the forum provided by our 
community of practice (Section 3.3.3.3), there had been a consistent lack of preparation and follow-up in 
terms of documentation of both examples of teaching activities and reflective practice (Section 3.3.3.4). 
This meant that I had minimal hard data that could be used to provide the necessary detail for the 
envisaged Computing Studio toolkit. 
Secondly, group members had reported, both in formal reflections, and in informal conversations and 
feedback, a valuable change in the nature of their relationships. It was particularly noticeable within the 
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community of practice that group members like Retha and Jenny, who had initially been very reserved and 
unlikely to offer opinions in meetings, had grown in confidence. Relationships between colleagues, as well 
as between academics and students, had become more open and personal. 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Second Cycle 2010) 
 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
Thirdly, during the semester, I had attended an action research workshop and conference presented by 
Professors Jack Whitehead and Jean McNiff, the main proponents of the particular action research 
methodology I had chosen to follow (Section 2.3). The workshop and conference highlighted for me the 
importance of making implicit knowledge explicit. The Computing Studio method had been my attempt at 
making design studio teaching methods more explicit, and therefore more accessible to non-design 
academics. I wondered if there would be educational value in making the interactions of the community 
of practice explicit. 
Prof McNiff’s explanation of interconnectedness between people, and the nature of our interactions, 
particularly, struck me as important (van der Post 2010a). I wanted to capture a “network of light” like the 
one she drew in the air of the auditorium. She asked us to imagine that with each interaction, a beam of 
light connected people and objects in the auditorium, creating a network of connections. The network I 
wanted to investigate was the intangible one between the Computing Studio group members.  
If I could make explicit the interactions taking place within our community of practice, I could possibly 
demonstrate the importance for academics of improving knowledge of fundamental education concepts, 
and the relevance of a values-based approach to teaching and learning. This could potentially provide 
concrete evidence in a form that my scientifically-oriented colleagues—the “AB” types—would value. 
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Concrete validation of our community of practice could be helpful to other academics wishing to engage 
in educationally-based enquiries. 
Fourthly, there was an incident at the workshop where Prof Whitehead, at the close of a particular 
activity, asked for a volunteer to describe the topic they had been discussing with their partner. My 
partner, whom I had not previously met, volunteered me. I, speaking from my seat, described my topic, 
which related directly to this research project. Prof Whitehead then asked me to stand at the front, and 
repeat myself, so that the entire room could witness my “embodied expression”, or the energy and 
passion he had observed when I was speaking. 
This incident caused me to reflect on the impact of my personality and background on the development of 
the community of practice. The brain profiling exercise had objectively shown how different I was in 
personality type to the other members of the group (Section 3.3.3.2). I also have more experience in 
facilitating programmes similar in nature to our community of practice sessions than most staff members 
in my department, from my corporate training background. This meant I had developed, to a certain 
extent, the skills required for facilitating sessions that involved instances of conflict, participants who were 
fearful of trying something new, or participants who were nervous of appearing inadequate in front of 
their peers.  
My colleagues had demonstrated their trust in me, and this had allowed me to nudge them in directions 
into which they would not otherwise have ventured. Some of the examples of this kind of activity included 
participating in the brain profiling process; trying an exercise in a class without knowing how it would 
work out; and team teaching in a module (van der Post 2010a). The following quotes are also indicative of 
the new directions some of the academics were trying out. 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Second Cycle 2010) 
The difference, in this instance, is that the attitude of the students comes directly from the attitude of the 
academics. The two lecturers involved in the module referred to in the above extract treated the students 
in a way that encouraged the students to believe the lecturers actually wanted to hear student opinions, 
and that it was all right to voice their opinions, good or bad.  
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
This example shows a willingness to surrender the traditional control of the situation within a class, and 
allow the students to have more opportunity to direct both the nature of the interactions and the content 
covered in class. 
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I considered whether the project would have progressed in the same way if someone else had been 
facilitating it. My facilitation skills had developed over time and were now an implicit part of my persona. 
Perhaps there would be value in analysing what actions of mine, along with those of the rest of the group, 
had contributed to the creation of a supportive, enquiring community of practice? If I could document the 
process we had followed, I could perhaps offer a different type of toolkit from the one originally planned; 
a toolkit that focused on the process of setting up and managing an empowering community of practice, 
as well as the qualities of the community of practice itself. A process toolkit would still be enhancing 
understanding by making implicit concepts explicit. The focus would, however, be on a different aspect of 
the community of practice. 
I thought of this focus as “creating a space” for a community of practice engaged in a teaching and 
learning enquiry. By the term “space”, I meant the environment of connections between the people, 
things and processes (Section 1.4) involved in the community of practice. 
A process toolkit could help other academics to foresee, and possibly circumvent the difficult issues and 
challenges that had arisen within our group. It might also help to accelerate the establishment of the 
community of practice. The greatest of the difficulties we had experienced were related to the differences 
in personalities, and conflict that resulted (Sections 3.2.3.3 and 3.2.4.2), as well as the differing levels of 
commitment amongst group members. These issues had resulted in unproductive sessions or activities, 
discouragement and negativity amongst some group members (van der Post 2010a). I believed that if I 
had been more aware of these kinds of issues at the start of the project, the progress towards our goals 
might have been managed more smoothly, and faster. 
In contrast to the challenges, the greatest, positive development was the creation of a “safe space” for the 
group. Would an analysis of our process perhaps provide a “formula” for creating such trust? 
It would be more feasible for me to develop a process toolkit at this stage in the project, than the toolkit 
for applying Computing Studio methods that I had initially envisaged. I had sufficient data regarding the 
events that had occurred, which could be used for this purpose, from my own notes and reflections, as 
well as from reflections and communications of other group members. In contrast, there was a lack of 
concrete material from the group members for developing tools relating to teaching methods. 
The action research process that had led to the creation of our community of practice had required me to 
pay attention to my personal values of flexibility, creativity and innovation. The results of activities were 
often different to what I had anticipated. This meant I had to be both flexible, and creative, in order to 
change my plans and find new ways of moving the research enquiry forward. 
3.3.5 Results and Implications 
My research questions at the start of the second research cycle had been focused on the development of 
the Computing Studio model into a usable toolkit for the development of high-level cognitive skills 
(Section 3.3.1). The outcomes of the activities of the cycle resulted in a considerable shift in my focus 
(Section 3.3.4). 
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It had become increasingly clear that the main contribution of the research, in the light of Whitehead’s 
concept of a “living theory” (Section 2.3), would be in the domain of the interactions between the 
academics within the group, as well as their interactions with their students. The focus had shifted from 
the Computing Studio teaching method to a broader area, where I was examining the process of fostering 
an atmosphere conducive to a stimulating teaching and learning enquiry, where previously this had not 
existed. My term for this was “creating the space” for our community of practice to flourish.  
The reasons for this change in focus are discussed in detail in the previous section (3.3.4). 
Positive results of the research cycle could be summarised as follows: 
 A strong community of practice had been established amongst the academics in the research 
group (Section 3.3.3.3). This had been achieved through weekly meetings and some 
workshops on specific topics, as well as many ad hoc conversations. Only one of the eleven 
members participating at the start of the cycle had dropped out of active participation during 
the semester. 
 The exploration of our personal values and philosophies of education (Section 3.3.3.1), as well 
as an investigation into the concept of personality types (Section 3.3.3.2) had contributed to 
the sense of trust and safety within the community of practice. These activities also opened 
the academics’ thinking to the relevance and fundamental importance of values in education. 
 The exploration of personality types, or brain profiling as it was termed within the system we 
used, proved useful in understanding our differences and commonalities (Section 3.3.3.2). It 
also encouraged members of the group to think about how to improve communication, as we 
now had more awareness of the reasons for our different perspectives.  
 The changes in approach, between colleagues, and between academics and students, changed 
relationships within the department (Section 3.3.4). More open relationships with students, 
and better understanding between colleagues had been reported by a number of the 
academics within the community of practice. 
 The action research methodology gained credibility in the Department (Section 3.3.3.3). This 
extended to senior staff members, who were not themselves participating in the Computing 
Studio project. 
The main negative aspect of the research cycle was the lack of concrete data about our teaching activities. 
The group members had failed to provide me with sufficient data to develop a usable Computing Studio 
teaching method toolkit, or to continue with the investigation into integrated assessment. 
My focus for the third research cycle—Semester One, 2011—would still be on making the implicit explicit. 
However, instead of developing a toolkit for applying the Computing Studio teaching method, the toolkit 
would relate to the process of establishing a vibrant community of practice, dedicated to a teaching and 
learning enquiry to develop students’ high-level cognitive skills. 
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The Computing Studio teaching method was no longer the main focus of my research. The other 
academics in the research group, however, were focused on enquiring into the Computing Studio teaching 
methods and how they could benefit their teaching practice. Although the two interests had diverged, the 
Learning System Model would remain a useful framework to organise the ideas that would be explored. 
Chapter 4, following, discusses the events of the third research cycle. This includes the discovery and 
subsequent mapping of theory related to our activities. 
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C h a p t e r  4   
U N C O V E R I N G  T H E  T H E O R E T I C A L  C O N T E X T  
“We learn by example and by direct experience because there are real limits to the adequacy of 
verbal instruction.”  
 Malcolm Gladwell 
4.1 Introduction 
I discussed in Chapter 3 the activities and results of the first two research cycles, and how these led to a 
refinement of the focus of my research. In this chapter, I will describe how we continued with the project 
in the third research cycle, focusing on “creating a space” for the enquiry (Section 1.4), and also 
discovering theory that related very closely to the group process and activities. I will also explain the 
nature of the contribution the enquiry could make to the body of knowledge, both to the scholarship of 
teaching and learning and the use of action research as a methodology of enquiry in the Faculty of 
Science. 
Section 4.2 discusses the focus of the third research cycle; the plan of action is explained in Section 4.3; 
the different stages of this cycle, and the related theory, are discussed in Sections 4.3, 4.5 and 4.6; Section 
4.7 reviews the results of the cycle in relation to the action plan; and the implications for the fourth 
research cycle are discussed in Section 4.8. 
4.2 Goals and Objectives for Cycle Three: Semester One 2011 
I began the third research cycle of the Computing Studio project—Semester One, 2011—with an altered 
focus, and therefore, a research question that had changed from that of the previous research cycle. 
We (the research group and I) had successfully created a community of practice that was engaged in a 
committed enquiry into teaching and learning. I attributed our success to the atmosphere of trust, as well 
as to the energy and enthusiasm we had generated within the group. 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
My aim was to identify how we had achieved this, and see if it would be possible to document the findings 
in such a way as to provide a “process toolkit” that could be used by others to create a similar community 
of practice. The toolkit would identify and record what we had done in a concrete, tangible form, thereby 
making our implicit actions explicit. I hoped such a toolkit would provide a reference or source material 
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that other academics could use to make the process of creating a successful community of practice more 
straightforward than it had been for us.  
My research question had become: How can we create a space to foster a teaching and learning enquiry, 
in which individual Computing Sciences academics can develop their own knowledge and educational 
practice, whilst contributing to and supporting each other’s learning? 
By “space” I was referring to the environment of connections between the people, things and processes 
that made up the community of practice (Section 1.4). 
I was still a bit “fuzzy” (Section 2.1) about the nature and content of the toolkit. However, I was very clear 
that my focus was no longer on the implementation of the Computing Studio teaching method. My focus 
in this third research cycle would be on the process of creating “the space” for the group, and what was 
required to establish and maintain that space. 
In the process of establishing the space we had overcome challenges, in terms of both logistics and 
personalities. I believed that an explicit understanding of how we had done this would help us to manage 
future challenges more easily. I also wanted to analyse and document what we had done, believing that 
such a testimony could be a beneficial tool to assist others who wished to create a similar community of 
practice. I thought that concrete descriptions and explanations of the problems we had encountered, and 
how we had solved them, could help others to foresee similar issues, and avoid them; or at least to be 
able to manage them better. 
As my focus was on the dynamics of the space of the community of practice, I would be concentrating on 
a different aspect of the research activities to the other group members. The other academics were 
engaged in exploring the implementation of the Computing Studio methods in their teaching practice, and 
were at different stages of their personal enquiries. 
I proposed the following broad goals for the research group to consider before the first community of 
practice session. The goals were based on the feedback from the group at the end of the second research 
cycle, as well as my own research question: 
 Use the Computing Studio teaching method to develop high-level cognitive skills; and 
 Foster an environment that is conducive to the support and development of our personal 
research and teaching practice. 
These goals were broad enough to allow individual members to formulate more specific personal goals of 
their own, yet stay within the broad aims of the group. Group members had been asked to prepare for the 
first, start-up community of practice session by reading a review of the progress during the previous 
semester, and setting their personal goals for the new semester. However, as with the first session of the 
previous cycle, only two group members actually did the preparation. 
I was a bit irritated with my colleagues for the repeated lack of preparation. However, because of my 
commitment to the process, my aim to nurture learning and growth, and my understanding that each 
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academic had different priorities, I ignored my personal reactions and simply put forward my own plan. 
The group accepted it as it stood, without either questioning it, or providing any input. 
4.3 Plan of Action 
My plan for the semester was to have the usual start-up session; our regular weekly community of 
practice sessions; formal feedback as before at mid-semester and the end of semester; and some other 
typical Computing Studio activities that would also contribute to my specific intention of making the group 
process more explicit. 
The semester began with a much larger group participating than in the two previous research cycles. The 
group had doubled in size. This changed the dynamics within the group considerably, and I had to adapt 
the plan of action to accommodate the changed circumstances. The version of the plan given in Tables 
4.1a, 4.1b, 4.1c, 4.1d and 4.1e incorporates the changes I made. 
1. Start-up Session. Description 
The purpose of the first group session was to agree on the main focus of the 
group for this research cycle; for each group member to set their own personal 
goals, within the overall focus; and to decide how the group would work together 
for the cycle, or semester. 
A summary of the activities and progress of the previous research cycle—
Semester Two, 2010— as well as the preparation and an agenda for the session, 
was sent in advance of the session to all who had indicated their interest. 
Two people from the Department of Computing Sciences who had not been part 
of the group before were planning on joining the group, as well as the Head of 
the Mathematics Department (Yevgeny). 
Relationship to Goals 
My intention was to provide information about the group in advance of the 
session. Those who had been part of the group in the previous semester would 
be reminded of what we had achieved; and those who were joining us for the 
first time would have some understanding of the aims and activities of the group, 
before attending the opening community of practice session. 
This would contribute towards the understanding of the Computing Studio 
methods. It would also help to maintain the open, honest environment that had 
been created in the previous semester, by sharing both positive and negative 
results of the research to date. 
Table 4.1a Plan of Action for Third Research Cycle: Semester One, 2011 
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2. Community of 
Practice. 
Description 
The original intention was to continue weekly hour-long community of practice 
sessions, as in the previous semester. I did not plan any separate workshops; the 
group agreed with me that we would schedule them as and when required. 
NMMU had instituted a new timetable, with an hour’s lunch break, which had 
not been in the old timetable. We decided to use this for our regular meetings. 
After the first session, the group had expanded to a total of twenty members. I 
had been requested to give up our Thursday lunchtime session for a 
departmental need that was viewed as more important than the Computing 
Studio community of practice. Some group members already had commitments 
for lunchtimes on other days of the week, and I could find no other time that was 
available for the entire group. 
We decided to have two separate sessions each week. 
I had some misgivings about how this would work, but decided to try it out for a 
few weeks. I suspected that our numbers would diminish, so we might be able to 
go back to a single session later on, if necessary. 
Relationship to Goals 
Regular community of practice sessions had been the main formal activity of the 
group in previous research cycles. I considered these sessions as fundamental to 
the creation and development of the community of practice. 
An important aim for me was to change the perception of the group from being 
“Leda’s research group”, and to generate a sense of ownership by all the group 
members. One reason was my belief that the research group was contributing to 
the department as a whole, and was therefore “our” research group. A second 
reason was for me to be able to explore what would occur with other academics 
taking on the role of facilitator. This would allow me to better understand the 
dynamics of the space within which our community or practice was functioning, 
and what was required in terms of leadership to create such a space. 
It would also give others the opportunity to learn from the experience of 
facilitating the group. 
Table 4.1b Plan of Action for Third Research Cycle: Semester One, 2011 
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3. Reflective 
Practice. 
Description 
The lack of written feedback from the group members in the second research 
cycle meant that there was little concrete evidence, albeit qualitative, by which 
we could judge our progress. It also meant that the fundamental skill of reflective 
practice had not yet been developed by the majority of group members. 
The members of the group agreed to make an effort to write reflections on a 
weekly basis, and bring these to community of practice sessions. This would be 
helpful for review and planning, as well as being critical for our own personal 
practice development. 
I set up a personal blog web site that I would use for my own reflections. I 
already carried my journal around with me to every session, meeting and class I 
attended. However, I thought it could be useful to have my reflections in 
electronic format. My PhD promoters would have access to the blog. This would 
be an easy way to bring them up-to-date in advance of our weekly planning 
meetings. 
Relationship to Goals 
Concrete, written reflections from other group members would contribute to the 
objectivity of the process toolkit I aimed to develop. These reflections could also 
provide the material lacking from the previous research cycle for examples of 
Computing Studio teaching methods. 
I had neglected my own written reflective practice in the previous research cycle. 
I had engaged in many different conversations about the project, but I did not 
record much. I needed concrete evidence of my practice, both for my PhD thesis, 
and to be able to analyse in order to understand, and be able to document the 
process within the community of practice. 
4. Pilot Study: 
Learning Styles. 
Description 
The results of our brain profiling testing the previous semester had led to much 
discussion within the group about the value of understanding our personalities 
and learning styles. I had approached both Dr Yvonne du Plessis, who had been 
responsible for the brain preference profiles in the previous cycle, and the 
NMMU Student Counselling department. Student Counselling offered a learning 
style consulting service. 
Two lecturers in the group thought one or both of the tests could be valuable for 
their students: Sherry, with the second year programming students, and Jenny, 
with the third year project students. 
Relationship to Goals 
If the results of a pilot study with the two student groups were favourable, we 
could implement this service with the majority of our students, in future cycles. It 
would give us more understanding about the profile of our students, one of the 
elements of the Learning System Model. It could serve as a tool to help us 
improve our teaching and learning practice, in general. 
Table 4.1c Plan of Action for Third Research Cycle: Semester One, 2011 
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5. Focus Groups. Description 
One of my responsibilities during the previous semester, separate to my research 
activities, had been holding regular focus groups with the eight foreign (French and 
German) postgraduate students in the department. Towards the end of the 
semester, I had held two focus groups with the regular, full-time postgraduate 
students. The aim was to provide opportunities for giving and receiving feedback 
about their postgraduate experience within the department. 
Our Head of Department, Christiaan, whose values are strongly community driven, 
wanted to extend this activity to include undergraduate students. 
I believed focus groups were within the scope of our research project. The 
intention of  the focus groups was to create open, honest communication channels 
between students and staff, which form part of the network of interactions within 
the community of practice space. Discussions in the focus groups were about both 
academic and social matters, which together contribute to the development of the 
student in a holistic way. 
Christiaan and I decided to conduct focus groups with all the postgraduate 
students, first year, and third year students. Retha, one of the academics who had 
participated in the Computing Studio research group since the original masters 
case study, and I, were to conduct the focus groups. The second years were not 
included only because of time and staff constraints. 
Relationship to Goals 
Developing relationships between staff and students outside classes would 
contribute to improved communication, and opportunities for learning that would 
not have previously been recognised. 
This would be an opportunity to expand, and reflect on, the intangible connections 
within the community of practice. 
6. Toolkit. Description 
Although my focus had shifted from the implementation of the Computing Studio 
teaching method to the process of the community of practice, I still believed a 
concrete toolkit that academics could use in their teaching practice would make a 
useful contribution. The group indicated at the start of the research cycle that they 
did want such a toolkit, although they had not actively contributed to its 
development in the previous cycle. 
I was not precisely clear about the nature of the toolkit, or its content. However, if 
the research group contributed concrete information about what they had been 
doing in their practice, I believed we would be able to develop content that would 
be usable, and useful. 
To this end, I provided the group with a template for describing a tool (Figure 3.2), 
that I had developed during the previous research cycle, and the group members 
agreed to use it to document their suggestions and experiences. This would 
include specific activities, techniques, processes, and examples, along with their 
reflections on what had worked and how improvements could be made. 
Table 4.1d Plan of Action for Third Research Cycle: Semester One, 2011 
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Relationship to Goals 
The focus of the research group members other than myself was on implementing 
Computing Studio teaching methods. I needed the other members to contribute 
concrete evidence of their practice if a Computing Studio teaching method toolkit 
was to be created.  
I believed that the development of examples by other members would also help to 
shift the ownership of the research group towards being “our” community of 
practice, rather than “Leda’s Computing Studio group”. 
7. Formal 
Feedback. 
Description 
Academics would provide formal feedback as written reflections answering specific 
questions. This would be done twice during the cycle: mid-semester and at the end 
of the semester. 
Each academic would decide when it would be appropriate to obtain feedback 
from students in a particular module. 
Relationship to Goals 
Formal feedback would be used in the same way as the more informal reflections, 
to improve our practice. It would also be invaluable for me as data which I could 
analyse and include as evidence in my research report. 
8. SharePoint site. Description 
During the previous cycle, I had organised a SharePoint site for the Computing 
Studio group. However, we had not made much use of it. 
At least five of the research group academics habitually used SharePoint sites in 
their teaching modules, finding it an effective way of sharing information between 
themselves and their students. 
I planned to make regular use of the Computing Studio SharePoint site during this 
research cycle. Group members could store session preparation, written 
reflections, documented tools and other relevant reference material on the site. 
This would make the information accessible to all in the group. It would also model 
the use of SharePoint for those who were not using it yet. 
Relationship to Goals 
One of the underlying aims of our sessions, from the start of the project, was to 
model our teaching methods whenever possible in our community of practice 
sessions (Section 3.2.2). Using SharePoint was one of these methods. 
Openness and honesty was fundamental to both the Computing Studio approach 
and the way of being within our community of practice (Reflections of Research 
Group Academics, Second Cycle 2010). Using SharePoint would allow information 
to be easily shared amongst all group members. This would include reflections 
about the activities within the group, facilitating open communication about group 
process. 
Table 4.1e Plan of Action for Third Research Cycle: Semester One, 2011 
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The change in dynamics within the group, due to the larger group size and addition of new members, as 
well as my shift in focus, meant that this research cycle proceeded differently to the first two cycles. 
The major differences were: 
 There were almost the same number of “new” people in the group as there were “older” 
members. There were the ten existing members from the previous cycle. However, of these 
ten, I counted only eight as the core research group. The other two members had dropped off 
in regular attendance towards the end of the cycle, and were closer to the “new” members in 
terms of their experience and understanding of the workings of the group. There were two 
people who had participated in the group very briefly at the start of one or other of the earlier 
research cycles, and I counted them as “new” people. There were eight completely new 
members: two from the Computing Sciences department, and six from the Mathematics 
department. The introduction of new people had negatively impacted the interactions and 
structure of the sessions, the understanding of the teaching concepts, and the safety of the 
space. 
 The new members did not share the trust that had been developed within the core group of 
the community of practice, as they had not participated in the activities and process that had 
led to trusting each other. As a result, the community of practice space was no longer as 
“safe” as it had become by the end of the third cycle. 
 The group was no longer made up of only Computing Sciences staff. Over the course of the 
semester, three of the academics from Mathematics stopped coming to sessions, as did four 
of the Computing Sciences academics. However, the initial impact of the larger, more diverse 
group remained. 
 The size of the group resulted in a need to have two separate weekly community of practice 
sessions. This was difficult to manage, and impacted the quality of the interactions. 
 My PhD promoters and I invited the HoD of the Mathematics department, Yevgeny, to join 
our weekly planning meetings. The four of us began to function as a “leadership team” for the 
community of practice. Our weekly meetings were essentially spent reviewing progress and 
planning for the next session. I was able to rely on this team’s advice and input to assist my 
planning and facilitation efforts. 
There were three distinct stages in the unfolding of the activities of the community of practice during this 
third research cycle, each with its own energy and focus: 
 Starting up and incorporating the new members, with a negative impact on the existing 
community of practice; 
 Renewal and re-establishing of trust; and 
 Conversation about integrative education. 
I will discuss each stage in terms of the events and activities that took place; how these related to existing 
theory; and the implications for the next cycle. 
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4.4 Start-up and New Members 
After the first few weeks, I noticed a change in the dynamics of the group, what I felt to be a loss of 
momentum. I also noticed that I was becoming discouraged and irritated with the whole project. I 
believed that I needed to review the project and the group’s progress objectively, and make any changes 
that were required to return the group to the positive space we had been in at the end of the previous 
cycle. 
I reflected carefully on what had transpired and discussed my findings with my promoters. I realised I had 
made a mistake in the way I had handled the introduction of the new members, and the larger size of the 
group. However, without having made such a mistake, I would not have learned what emerged as a result; 
and by correcting the mistake, I learned even more. 
4.4.1 The Events 
I requested other members to facilitate the community of practice sessions that took place during the 
fourth week of the semester. This was to enable me to observe the sessions more objectively than was 
possible when I was in the role of facilitator. Here is an extract from my blog site reflection after the 
second session had taken place: 
 
 (van der Post 2011a) 
I reflected on my planning and facilitation  of the sessions in the previous two research cycles. I observed 
that while the sessions had been very informal, and often had no visible structure, there was in fact a very 
clear purpose and intentionality about each session. Creative, purposeful energy and intent was necessary 
to create an environment that would be conducive to the kind of discussion we aimed to have in our 
Computing Studio sessions. This intentionality is what had generated the kind of interaction that had 
people wanting to come back each week.  
However, I had never made the facilitation process explicit, not even to myself. It was simply what I did, as 
facilitator, in terms of organising and managing the sessions. Therefore, on the surface, our community of 
 
CHAPTER 4 
UNCOVERING  THE THEORETICAL CONTEXT 
  Page 107 
practice sessions could seem like informal get-togethers to share ideas, with no intentional design 
apparent.  
As I observed the sessions facilitated by Prometheus and Sherry, I noticed that while I had given them 
some suggestions about the structure and content, the energy I usually provided was not present (van der 
Post 2011a). There was also very little structure in the way they managed the sessions. This seemed to 
confirm that, even to longstanding group members like Prometheus and Sherry, the structure and explicit 
intention underlying the community of practice sessions had not been apparent. 
This is an example of how implicit knowledge is not always accessible and obvious, even to those who 
have the knowledge. I analysed how I had allowed the mistake to happen, so as to learn from it, and to be 
able to correct it. I communicated openly about my concerns with the rest of the group, as evidenced by 
the following email extract. This was part of the values-based commitment of the group to openness and 
honesty. 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio project group members 2011) 
A large proportion of the group was new members, who had joined us at the start of the new semester, 
and the sessions had degenerated into informal “chat” sessions. As Annie put it: 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio project group members 2011) 
The group had grown in number from eight regular participants at the end of the previous semester, to 
eighteen. (By the fourth week, two of the twenty starting members had stopped coming to sessions.) Five 
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of the new members were from the Computing Sciences department. Of these, three had attended 
sporadically in the previous research cycles, and two were attending for the first time. The other five 
members were from the Department of Mathematics. 
We decided to have two separate community of practice sessions each week. This was due to two factors. 
Firstly, I had to change the original time schedule for the sessions, due to another departmental priority, 
and could find no other period that was available to all the group members. Secondly, a few of the group 
members said that the large group did not allow the intimacy they had enjoyed in the previous semester’s 
smaller group, and thought two smaller groups would be preferable. 
I found that there was a lack of balance and consistency between the two groups. The makeup of each 
group changed, as some people came at different times each week. However, the Tuesday group was 
always larger, and the majority of the original group members usually attended this session. The Tuesday 
group seemed to function more along the lines of the sessions in the previous semester, than did the 
second, Wednesday, group. There were usually three of the new members in the second group, and the 
other three members who most often attended were members who had demonstrated the least 
understanding of the values and intention of the group during the previous cycle (van der Post 2011a). 
I had tried to take a less active leadership role within the group. This was due to my belief that it was 
important for the project to be viewed less as “Leda’s group”, and more as belonging to the group as a 
whole. I had endeavoured to achieve a shift in the sense of ownership by asking other people to facilitate 
some of the sessions. This would also allow me to be able to observe the group process more objectively, 
which would contribute directly to my current focus of enquiry. 
These were the events that made up the first stage of the third research cycle, and contributed to the loss 
of impetus that I had observed. 
4.4.2 Mapping the Events to the Theory 
In retrospect, I realised that I had made a mistake similar to the error with my guidelines for the earlier 
case study (van der Post 2010). In that instance, I had not realised that many of the concepts in the 
Computing Studio teaching method had not been clearly explained. My understanding of these ideas was 
implicit because of my art and design background. It did not occur to me that Alice, Prometheus and 
Retha would not know about these concepts, and that I should provide detailed explanations for them. In 
fact, I was not even aware, myself, of some of the concepts as explicit ideas, techniques or processes. 
In a similar manner, at the start of the third research cycle, I had failed to make the implicit explicit. I had 
not provided the new people with an appropriate learning experience, in order to fully understand and 
participate in the group. I had also not sufficiently clarified the values, intentions and operation of the 
group for the existing members. 
The Computing Studio method advocates that learning is best achieved through experience (learning-by-
experience); that abstract concepts are better understood if they can be explained in concrete terms 
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(making the implicit explicit); that reflective practice is an essential element of our teaching, learning and 
research practice; and that our research and teaching practice is grounded in a values-based approach 
(van der Post 2010). 
I had given theoretical information about the method to the people joining the group to read, but had not 
applied the Computing Studio’s fundamental concepts to the process of introducing them to the group. 
The overview document explained all of these concepts, in theory. Yet the Computing Studio teaching 
philosophy and methods were based on the idea that providing the theory would not be enough for the 
new members to understand and be able to apply it. My experience should have told me that they 
probably would not even read the document. However, if they did read it, they would still require active 
experience of the process, reflection on this experience, and the opportunity to align the ideas to their 
own values, if they were to understand the intention and methodology of the group. 
On reflection and analysis of my notes (van der Post 2011), I identified that it was not only the new people 
who did not seem to understand the values and intention of the group or the manner of interaction that 
would lead to positive results. The nature of the interactions in the sessions had developed over the 
course of two research cycles, or a whole year. Most of the group implicitly understood the way it worked. 
However, the members who attended less regularly also tended to be the ones who created conflict 
within the group. 
I had never previously explained that our sessions were not just a matter of sitting around a table and 
having a chat; I had thought that was understood. Now, however, I realised that I should not expect 
anyone to actually know or be able to articulate this concept, as I had not provided a formal explanation 
of the plan and structure of the sessions.  This confirmed, for me, the relevance of my current focus and 
research question. I could now begin to distinguish explicitly certain actions and attitudes that I had taken, 
implicitly, as facilitator, to establish the environment conducive to our community of practice sessions. 
I was able to identify theoretical concepts that related to the events of this stage of the cycle that I had 
recently discovered in the work of Parker J Palmer (1992; 1993; 1993a; Palmer & Zajonc 2010): 
 The movement approach; 
 The concept of competitive individualism;  
 The idea of ground rules; and 
 The new sciences. 
The nature of action research is that one delves into the literature when the circumstances require it 
(Section 2.4). Yevgeny had come across some of Palmer’s articles, and these coincidentally provided much 
of the theoretical context for what we had been doing implicitly in our research practice for the past two 
and a half years. As I said in an email to Yevgeny: 
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 (Email communications of Computing Studio project group members 2011) 
4.4.2.1 The Movement Approach 
I remembered a conversation with Prometheus, in which we had joked about me leading a revolution. 
When I read Palmer’s article Divided No More (1992), I realised there had been some truth in our jesting. 
Palmer describes two ways in which change occurs: an organizational approach, and a movement 
approach. Both approaches are valid, and often work together to achieve change. However, if one 
attempts to use an organizational approach in a situation that actually requires the movement approach, 
the result will be unsuccessful. 
The organizational approach assumes that the structures within the organization must be changed in 
order to reach the desired goal. The person or group desiring change must convince those in authority of 
the validity of their plan. If the authorities agree, the changes will be made through official avenues and 
imposed on the organization. This approach is unlikely to work in situations where the majority feel 
threatened by the potential change. 
The movement approach describes the type of change that happens when an individual or small group 
decides to make changes without waiting for official sanction. This typically happens in situations that 
challenge existing norms or conventions, though this is not necessarily the case. 
The individual or group begins to effect change within their own sphere of influence. Momentum is 
gradually built, and more people become involved. If the movement or change continues to flourish, the 
group will grow, either outside of, or independently to, organizational structures. Once the movement 
gains sufficient support, the changes will be recognised by the relevant authorities within the 
organization, and effected by the organization itself. 
Palmer describes four phases of a movement. The four phases overlap, and different people within the 
movement will be at different phases in the change process, or journey, at different times. Parker defines 
the four phases as: 
“ • Isolated individuals decide to stop leading ‘divided lives’. 
 • These people discover each other and form groups for mutual support. 
 • Empowered by community, they learn to translate ‘private problems’ into 
public issues. 
 • Alternative rewards emerge to sustain the movement’s vision, which may 
force the conventional reward system to change.” 
   (Palmer 1992) 
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I could easily recognize the progression of the Computing Studio project in terms of these phases.  
The first phase, in my personal Computing Studio journey, was when I decided to focus my masters 
research on exploring ways of improving my teaching practice. When Prometheus, Alice and Retha agreed 
to participate in the masters case study, they started the first phase of their own journeys. 
 
 
 
 
 (Case Study feedback from lecturers 2009) 
The second phase, for Prometheus, Alice, Retha and myself, began with the start of the Computing Studio 
project as a formal action research project within the department, at the beginning of 2010—the first 
research cycle. A recognized group, with a specific goal was formed. The others who joined the group at 
that time were at different phases of their own journeys within the change process. Annie, for example, 
was likely at the second phase. She had been working at developing her teaching practice for a number of 
years, and had tried to initiate similar methods when I had first joined the department in 2000. This was 
the first time that she was part of a supportive group sharing similar ideas and goals. Other group 
members, for example Jenny and James, for whom the idea of changing the way they taught was fairly 
new, were probably closer to the start of their journeys. 
“…didn’t quite know how far she could say, and that’s changed. She says and 
disagrees, and very… in a very nonconfrontational way, which is lovely. And I 
think that’s a big thing, because the whole thing of feeling you must defend 
yourself makes you not think that good…”  
http://youtu.be/A52N6gR8idk  (Appendix C: 01-ch4.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
“One thing that does, I think, is difficult, is that because everybody’s at a  
different level of thinking through these things, some people have spent a lot of 
time on thinking about it, so for them a lot of things are obvious. But there are 
people in the group who have basic ground level questions, and those, I think, 
this semester we’ve moved on to many deeper things, that the ground level 
things are not even touched. Because it seems like, okay, everybody’s fine with 
this, so let’s go deeper into —into educational principles, but some people still 
ask basic questions.”  
http://youtu.be/q_IJ7MetJ10  (Appendix C: 02-ch4.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
 
CHAPTER 4 
UNCOVERING  THE THEORETICAL CONTEXT 
  Page 112 
“It is self-motivating, because when you’ve taught a course through a couple of 
years, you think you know just about how to do it, so the usability engineering, I 
didn’t think there was much scope for improving it. And I found out, with the TLC, 
there are ways to improve it. And I can see the results.  
http://youtu.be/oDrL37N1N1I   (Appendix C: 03-ch4.wmv)   
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
As the research cycles had progressed, the sense of community and trust within the group developed. The 
members discovered, in their own time, that the group provided a safe space to discuss the problems, 
issues and challenges that they faced in their teaching practice. The Computing Studio group reached the 
third phase of a movement by the end of the second cycle. Each of the group members began to realise 
that our private challenges were often shared. Discussing our issues in the public arena of the Computing 
Studio group allowed us to develop possible solutions that could be applied in our individual 
circumstances. 
“It’s not a “me” or an “I” thing. Because it’s… whatever happens in our classes, 
the group that we have, is not that closed and personal anymore, it’s public. 
Because we talk about what works and what doesn’t work. And we learn from 
one another. When in the past, it’s heaven forbid that anybody else put a foot in 
your lecture hall.”  
http://youtu.be/FwYvAuWtbpo  (Appendix C: 04-ch4.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
 “The thing is that when we are in the group, people talk about what they are 
doing, and so it’s quite inspirational. … describing what she’s been doing with her 
students, and the kind of things she’s been doing. That to me was inspirational. It 
kind  of reinforces the way I feel about my students as well, but also, the 
techniques she uses are useful. … In the same way I’m getting ideas from them, 
and also learning about… you know, it’s like a tapestry. You actually kind of get a 
picture of a tapestry of things that are being done.  
http://youtu.be/J931QwUynZo   (Appendix C: 05-ch4.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
At different times throughout the cycles, members had left the Computing Studio group. Some returned 
during later cycles; some did not. These members were either not ready to progress to the next phase of 
their journey, or the group’s goals were not aligned with their personal goals (van der Post 2011).  
Our research project has not yet reached the fourth phase of a movement, where a reward system will 
change to reflect the movement’s goals and values. The traditional reward system that the Academy 
focuses on is achievement in the field of research, rather than successful teaching (Boyer 1990; Schön 
1995). I use the term the Academy following typical usage amongst researchers and academics such as 
Boyer (1990), Schön (1995), Whitehead (2010a), and Palmer and Zajonc (2010). The Academy refers to 
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modern, degree-granting universities that have emerged from the western, scientific tradition. Within the 
Academy, academics who prefer to put their effort into improving teaching practice, rather than 
publishing scholarly articles, tend to come under pressure for not producing research output. Promotion, 
within the Academy, is tied to achievement as a researcher, not being a good teacher. 
However, the Computing Studio is part of a larger movement towards the recognition of the validity of 
research into teaching practice. The scholarship of teaching and learning, as proposed by Boyer (1990) has 
gained support (Chapter 1). At NMMU, a formal policy has been approved to allow for promotion based 
on “a career path that focuses more on Teaching and Learning” (NMMU 2011), rather than the traditional 
path to promotion based on research output. 
The use of action research as a methodology, in this particular study, will provide a precedent within the 
Faculty of Science at NMMU for doing publishable research on one’s own teaching practice, which is more 
likely carried out within the Faculty of Education. 
Apart from formal rewards, members of the Computing Studio research group have repeatedly expressed 
the value for themselves in intangible ways, that nonetheless add much value. This shows that some 
group members have reached the  fourth phase of their personal journey towards change.  
“I’m not necessarily in it for me. … I’m in it because I want to make a difference 
somewhere else.”  
http://youtu.be/wJIR_VzRMWs   (Appendix C: 06-ch4.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
“We won’t be there if we didn’t care, because it’s not.. there really isn’t anything 
in it for me —if I can put it that way. I’m not scoring on anywhere, anything, 
going there. So it’s really just, nobody would be committed to it, if they didn’t 
care. I think.”  
http://youtu.be/LBw078MxjoU   (Appendix C: 07-ch4.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
“The thing that stands out the most from this group is the fact that … everybody 
comes back for more. That is the thing that stands out for me. Even if there are… 
even if there have been occasions in the group where it’s led to quite 
uncomfortable situations, we still come back for more. And that in itself, is … 
obviously doing something, because we don’t have to be there.”  
http://youtu.be/0LayYatmVb8  (Appendix C: 08-ch4.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
These are the “alternative rewards” that provide the encouragement for the group to continue its 
enquiry. 
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An explicit understanding of the concept of the movement approach helped me to understand the events 
of the first stage of this third research cycle. 
When the new people joined the group at the start of the semester, some of the existing members were 
already moving into the latter phases of their journey. The new members, and some of the existing ones, 
were still at the first and second phases. However, I had not been explicitly aware of this concept, so did 
not allow for the group members being in different phases of their Computing Studio journeys in my 
planning or group activities. I learned from this that the change and growth process cannot be forced. 
Each person must progress at her own pace. 
I was left with some questions to be considered as the cycle continued: 
 Is it possible to accelerate the process for someone else? 
 What could I provide to support different people at different stages on the journey? 
 What was it necessary to provide, in the context of the Computing Studio, for new members 
joining our community of practice? 
The concept of the movement approach reminded me that I needed to respect each individual’s own 
ideas, beliefs and values. While I would continue to do my best to create a nurturing space for learning 
and growth, each community of practice member was responsible for their own personal progress on the 
journey towards self-fulfilment. 
4.4.2.2 Competitive Individualism 
The epistemological bias of the Academy honours objectivism, and rejects subjectivity (Palmer & Zajonc 
2010; Palmer 1993). This has created a culture within the Academy where objective facts are regarded as 
the only truth, and subjective feelings are considered to be inferior, out-of-place, and even dangerous. An 
individual’s personal beliefs and subjective ideas, or his “inner truth”, have little credibility or value. 
From a philosophical perspective, this could be interpreted as the Academy favouring a traditional 
positivist paradigm, over a constructivist viewpoint. From a constructivist paradigm, each individual’s 
reality, or personal truth, has validity. 
Traditionally, academics have distanced themselves from students and subject. This has resulted in a 
barrier between the inner truth, both that of the academics and that of their students, and the external 
world. This has led to academics and students alike belittling the value of their own inner lives—their 
values, beliefs, emotions and personal realities. Academics, as a result, are then not true to their real 
selves, and so not living out their true values. Palmer (1997) attributes much of the dissatisfaction 
amongst academics to the fact that we are not encouraged to explore our hearts and values, and so do 
not develop self-knowledge. 
Academic recognition, as mentioned in Section 4.4.2.1, is focused on achievement in the field of research, 
rather than in one’s teaching practice. This, in conjunction with the disregard of one’s inner truth, means 
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that academics who do aim to improve their teaching practice, focus on teaching methods and 
techniques, rather than learning to teach in a way that echoes their values. 
Palmer (1997) describes teaching as a practice that is conducted in private, in the classroom behind closed 
doors. Academics are therefore accustomed to teaching unobserved, without having to explain or justify 
their methods. Academics typically separate the “personal” from the “professional”, keeping the 
workplace conversation objective and external.  
I have, myself, observed that personal conversation and friendships between academic colleagues tends 
to have a social basis. Although some colleagues may be close personal friends, conversations  do not 
usually extend to discussion about what goes on in the privacy of the classroom, or our feelings about 
ourselves as teachers. 
Ontology (or one’s perception of reality) and epistemology (one’s way of knowing) shape pedagogy 
(Palmer & Zajonc 2010). The Learning System Model (Figure 3.1) shows how a particular philosophy, 
which includes ontology and epistemology, gives rise to a particular pedagogy. Palmer and Zajonc agree 
that one’s ethics, or morals and values, are shaped by the pedagogical bias within which one was 
educated. When viewed from this perspective, pedagogical method becomes a critical factor in an 
individual’s development.  
A student’s set of moral values is directly influenced, not just by what he learns at university, but by the 
way in which he is taught. 
The epistemological objectivism of the Academy has led to an ethic of competitive individualism (Palmer 
1993). Palmer explains competitive individualism as a mode of knowing in which “we make objects of 
each other and the world to be manipulated for our own private ends”. This in turn breeds intellectual 
and spiritual instincts that destroy community. Palmer advocates the need to develop new academic 
epistemologies that foster community, and are values-based.  
“But to say the obvious, knowing and learning are communal acts. They require 
many eyes and ears, many observations and experiences. They require a 
continual cycle of discussion, disagreement, and consensus over what has been 
seen and what it all means. This is the essence of the ‘community of scholars,’ 
and it should be the essence of the classroom as well.”  
 (Palmer 1993)  
Palmer describes the mode of conversation that typically takes place between academics as being 
contradictory to the concept of community. Traditional academics are grounded in objectivism and 
competitive individualism, and use the terminology of war. Subconsciously, the dialogue is often 
competitive, and someone must be seen to be the winner. 
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“The tacit ground rules that have traditionally shaped academic dialogue are 
much like the “rules of engagement” practiced by military; ways of putting a 
civilized veneer on behavior that is nonetheless barbaric. We have a hard time 
talking to each other without falling into competition and even combat, into an 
unconscious rhythm of defense and offense that allows for little openness and 
growth.” (Palmer 1993a) 
The orientation towards objectivism and competitive individualism was clearly demonstrated on a number 
of occasions in the Computing Studio community of practice sessions.  
The following video clip from a weekly community of practice session is an example of one of these 
occasions. The clip shows me getting increasingly uncomfortable. In one of the small group discussions, of 
which the participants are off-camera, one person is dominating the discussion, and the other two are 
saying nothing. Eventually, I could no longer restrain myself, and interrupted. My interruption just led to 
further conflict. I still had, and have, much to learn about how best to handle this type of behaviour. 
 
http://youtu.be/OZvbAV8irH4 (Appendix C: video4-ch4.wmv) 
These incidents were clear examples of competitive individualism as an ingrained way of being between 
colleagues, and were counterproductive to the reason for the group’s existence. Instead of encouraging 
an openness and willingness to engage with other, and to explore new ideas and ways of teaching, they 
resulted in negativity. 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
“…was horrified at the level of pettiness. You don’t behave like that—or at least, 
I’ve never seen it. I was shocked.”  
http://youtu.be/zTJOyYi_W2I   (Appendix C: 09-ch4.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
There was unnecessary conflict. The quieter, less confident academics within the group withdrew from 
the interaction, as the competitive academics dominated the sessions, insisting on putting across their 
viewpoint, or “winning”. 
These examples demonstrate how the dominant ethic of competitive individualism discouraged the sense 
of community and working together that had become an integral part of the community of practice. It was 
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contrary to the values I hold such as academic freedom, nurturing growth and fulfilment, and having 
respect for each person’s individuality and right to their own ideas, beliefs and values. 
4.4.2.3 Ground Rules 
The term “ground rules” refers to the concept of establishing the way in which a group will operate, or the 
group process (Hunter et al. 1992). Palmer (1993) believes that it is critical to establish ground rules if a 
community of practice of academics wishes to move beyond the competitive posturing that is typical of 
the academic milieu. These ground rules need to be devised to create open and honest discussion, and to 
enable a trustworthy atmosphere to be established. This will allow the less confident academics, who 
often tend to be the junior staff members, to fully participate, whilst discouraging domination by the more 
outspoken or more senior members of the group. The examples described in Section 4.4.2.2 illustrate 
what can occur without ground rules in place. 
I had endeavoured to set ground rules with the group in each research cycle so far (Section 3.2.3.3), but 
had been unsuccessful. The group process had developed over time, and, as I mentioned in Section 4.4.1, 
the way we functioned was implicitly understood by the majority of the original group. The members who 
regularly failed to abide by these unwritten ground rules were those whom I could now identify as being 
strongly moulded in the competitive individualistic paradigm (Section 4.4.2.2). 
In previous cycles, there had been incidents that “broke” the implicit ground rules, or the unspoken mode 
of conduct within the group (van der Post 2011). However, I had managed to maintain a balance that 
minimised the negative effects of these events, and enabled the group as a whole to engage in a positive 
manner. 
This balance had been altered with the large proportion of new members that had joined the group at the 
start of this third research cycle. The situation was exacerbated by the imbalance in numbers in the two 
different weekly community of practice sessions. 
I realised that if I was to get the group back on track, I would need to establish explicit ground rules with 
the intention of re-establishing the collaborative, positive and safe environment we had experienced 
within the community of practice during the previous semester. 
4.4.2.4 The “New Sciences” 
The “New Sciences” is a term used to refer to a perspective of science in the 20th century that is different 
to those of earlier periods (Palmer & Zajonc 2010). The earlier vision of science, from the perspective of 
scientists such as Newton and Descartes is of science as dealing with “matter and mechanism” (Palmer & 
Zajonc 2010). The New Sciences, such as Quantum Physics and Quantum Mechanics, can be viewed from 
the perspective of Einstein and Bohr, and involve relationships and processes. 
The traditional mode of education within modern universities has resulted from an objectivist philosophy 
(Section 4.4.2.2), and the objectivist pedagogy continues to reinforce an objectivist viewpoint. However, 
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there are new developments in the traditionally objective sciences that are leading to a new way of 
knowing (Palmer & Zajonc 2010). This is in turn leading to new ideas about education. 
Zajonc (Palmer & Zajonc 2010), himself an expert in Quantum Mechanics, describes how there is now 
scientific support for “an expanded ontology that embraces the richness that is the universe.” By this, he 
means an ontology that goes beyond objects, to an understanding of the importance of the relationship of 
the observer to objects, and the observer’s experience. Zajonc quotes Bohm (1965) summarizing the 
implication of Einstein’s theory of relativity: 
“…the analysis of the world into constituent objects has been replaced by its 
analysis in terms of events and processes.”  
 (Palmer & Zajonc 2010) 
He goes on to cite quantum physicists such as Heisenberg, Bohr and James explaining that the act of 
observing is an integral part of any phenomenon, and is, in fact, inseparable from it. This is a very different 
viewpoint from the traditional objectivist ontology. It is, however, becoming increasingly accepted as the 
new scientific reality. In the words of Zajonc (Palmer & Zajonc 2010): 
“The implications of this view of reality for education are great. It can pivot the 
entire mandate of university inquiry away from a privileged objectivist and 
material metaphysics to an egalitarian one of connection, relationship, and lived 
experience. The full scope of our humanity, which we seek to cultivate, is included 
in this orientation toward the world. Through our teaching, we can attempt to 
extend experience, make it more reliable, and seek after the hidden 
interrelationships in experience through reason and reflection. This is the real 
work of science as well as the other disciplines.” 
 A philosophical paradigm that the nature of all knowledge is experiential or phenomenological is in direct 
contrast to the traditional academic viewpoint of the objective nature of all knowledge. The underlying 
epistemology is fundamentally different to the objectivist perspective that has been in place in the 
Academy. Section 4.4.2.2 explains how a pedagogy arises from its underlying philosophy. If, as Zajonc 
claims, a shift is occurring amongst academics towards an experiential ontology, the pedagogy of these 
academics must also change. The pedagogy of those subscribing to this new paradigm will need to be 
different to a traditional academic objectivist pedagogy, if there is to be alignment with this new “truth”. 
My research is located within a traditionally objectivist Science faculty. However, my philosophical and 
pedagogical paradigm is constructivist, and I am open to an experiential viewpoint such as Zajonc 
describes. His experiential orientation, coming as it does from the field of physics, has provided excellent 
validation for the enquiry within the Computing Studio community of practice. 
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4.4.3 Implications of Start-up Stage 
After I had reflected on the events of the first weeks of the third cycle, or what I have termed the Start-up 
and New Members Stage, I realised that it was very important that I address the issues I had identified 
immediately. 
I had made a mistake. In line with the Computing Studio values of being open and honest, as well as for 
my own integrity, I needed to apologise to the group and remedy the situation before continuing. 
On reflection, I should not have been surprised by the events of this stage. I had not been quite sure of 
what would happen as new people came into the group. One of the fundamental concepts upon which 
the Computing Studio method is based is that of learning-by-experience (van der Post 2010). This meant 
that the concepts, skills and knowledge required for establishing and managing our community of practice 
would need to be learnt by experience. Therefore, I would sometimes have to try things, and get them 
wrong, before being able to figure out a better way. 
I had identified a number of things that I believed would contribute towards re-establishing trust and 
collaboration within the group: 
 I needed to acknowledge that group members were at different phases on their Computing 
Studio journeys. This meant that there would be different levels of commitment and 
participation. I would need to make allowance for this in my planning. 
 I needed to make explicit the expected mode of interaction within community of practice 
sessions, in order to defuse the dominance of the more traditional thinkers, and the negativity 
that had developed as a result. 
 I could refer to the domain of Quantum Physics to provide scientific validation for our enquiry. 
This would provide factual evidence of the type that traditional, objective academics valued. 
I checked my interpretation of the situation with the group by firstly explaining my observations of what 
had transpired in the past weeks, and admitting my mistake. I then asked for feedback in response to 
specific questions.  
 
 (van der Post 2011a) 
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The questions I asked were: 
 Why has the Computing Studio project not only lasted for more than a year, but grown in 
volume and enthusiasm? Or, in other words, why, unlike many other initiatives that gradually 
lose momentum, has this one not only persisted, but grown? 
 How has this been achieved? Or, what takes place in our community of practice that facilitates 
this process? 
 What specific actions, activities, methods, tools, processes, attitudes (or anything else) can 
you identify that are part of the “how-to-do-it” of what we are currently calling the Computing 
Studio?  
 For those of you who were part of the group last year, please consider what has changed with 
the progression of the project. What did we used to do that no longer happens, is this good or 
not, and what has brought about any changes? 
I did not want to act solely on my own interpretation, without first making sure the group was in 
agreement with me. I used the group’s responses to the questions as my starting point for the community 
of practice session that indicated the beginning of the next stage of the research cycle, which I have 
termed: Renewal and Re-establishing Trust. 
4.5 Renewal and Re-establishing Trust 
The main events of this second stage of the cycle involved: 
 me taking back the leadership;  
 providing a more definite structure to sessions;  
 making values more explicit;  
 combining the two sessions back into a single weekly community of practice session; and 
 including Yevgeny in the leadership group.  
This had the effect of re-establishing the atmosphere of trust, and led to the remainder of the research 
cycle being more productive than the first weeks had been. 
4.5.1 The Events 
I had sent out a detailed email explaining that I had realised I had made a mistake, and why, asking for the 
group’s feedback to assist me in planning the way forward (Section 4.4.3). My goal for the next session 
was to identify, as a group, the “how-to” of our community of practice. That is, to identify what we 
typically did, and why we did it, that had made our group successful in the past. Once I had identified 
these things explicitly, I could plan how to re-integrate them into our community of practice sessions. 
The group members submitted their feedback prior to the next session, and I used it to design a 
constructive meeting for going forward, to the next stage. My immediate aim was to renew the energy 
and commitment within the group, and to re-establish the safe environment and trust that we had 
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previously enjoyed. By doing this, I was actively applying the fundamental Computing Studio concepts of 
learning-by-experience and reflective practice. 
I was very nervous before the first of the two community of practice sessions that week. I did not know 
quite what to expect, and felt that it was a critical turning point in the life of the project. In the end, 
though, it appeared to be just another session for most of the people who attended.  
The main outcomes and decisions about how to proceed, that came from both the written feedback I had 
received, and the community of practice sessions were that: 
 More structure would be helpful to create focused sessions; 
 The group would like to do a values workshop again; and 
 I needed to resume a strong leadership role. 
I had created a session plan for this important community of practice session, using the template of my 
own module lesson plans. This had helped me approach the session in a more structured way than 
previously, and I decided to continue doing this. Session plans would also provide documentation of my 
method, and examples that could be included in the toolkit. I used the template to plan the sessions for 
the following week: the values workshop that the community of practice members had requested. 
The values workshop was held during each of the weekly sessions, and proved valuable, both for those 
who had already done the workshop during the second research cycle, and to the newer members. 
 
  
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Third Cycle 2011) 
The workshop was uncomfortable for the group members I could now recognise as academic 
“objectivists”. They seemed to find the idea of their personal values being brought into their workplace 
quite confronting, and it was difficult for them to come to terms with the idea. 
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 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Third Cycle 2011) 
The more structured approach to the sessions did seem to contribute to more openness and positive 
participation.  
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Third Cycle 2011) 
However, I still felt that having the two groups was not working. 
The smaller, Wednesday group was not effective. The size of the group was not the problem; the previous 
semester the group had experienced very synergistic meetings with only four members present (van der 
Post 2010a). Rather, it was due to the dynamics within the group. The three “competitive individualists” 
tended to operate in the argumentative mode described in Section 4.4.2.2, regardless of any efforts by 
myself or the fifth group member, Yevgeny, to induce harmony. Yevgeny was equally senior in academic 
terms to the other three, but was much further along his personal journey away from academic 
objectivism. 
I decided to combine the two groups back into one session. Four members had dropped out of regular 
participation by this stage, so the group was slightly smaller. There were two of the remaining group 
members who were not able to come to the Wednesday lunch time session. However, Retha 
subsequently made arrangements that would allow her to attend most weeks; and Jenny decided that, as 
her other commitments meant she had not been attending as regularly as she would have liked, it would 
not make all that much difference to her. The members were willing to try meeting again as one group. 
At the first combined session, I tried to introduce ground rules as part of an activity, so as to facilitate an 
open discussion. It was a failure. 
I had divided everyone into three smaller groups for discussion, with specific instructions for what to 
discuss, and a process to follow—the ground rules. Those I have come to call the “loud voices”, my 
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euphemism for the competitive individualist types, had taken over in two of the groups. This was in spite 
of my instructions that it was each person’s responsibility to keep each other on track. 
The topic of discussion was “putting our values into practice”, following on from the values workshops of 
the previous week. In one of the two groups, a group member who is very uncomfortable with 
acknowledging that emotion is part of our work, had interrupted the discussion, and deflected it into 
general chitchat about something inconsequential, and unrelated to education practice. In the second 
group, the loud voice was forcefully telling the quietest member that he was wrong. 
 
 (van der Post 2011a) 
During the discussion, I noticed that the third group, who appeared to be having a productive 
conversation, had written down the points I had given for discussion. I realised then that the lack of 
following process was partly my own fault. Instead of giving instructions verbally, it might have helped if I 
had made them visible, to remind the group members of the process I wanted them to follow. 
I immediately added a slide with the discussion points to the overhead display. This helped the two groups 
who gone off track to become more focused. 
I learnt from this experience that I could not impose ground rules on the group. I had tried before to get 
the group to agree to certain ground rules, and it had not happened (Sections 3.2.3.3 and 4.4.2.3). Also, 
the rules I had tried to introduce into this session were ones unlikely to be taken on easily. Both the 
competitive individualists and the less confident people were uncomfortable with the concepts. For 
example: the loud voices find it very difficult to “listen carefully without interrupting or asking questions”; 
the quieter ones find it hard to go along with “it’s okay if you disagree—don’t change your opinion to 
achieve harmony”. 
I realised that I was going to have to find another way to put into effect the idea of listening, and affording 
others the opportunity to speak. 
An important event during this stage was inviting Yevgeny to join the community of practice “leadership” 
group. I explained in Section 2.4 that part of my action research methodology was to hold weekly 
meetings with my two PhD promoters, both of whom are active members of the Computing Studio 
community of practice. These meetings had become planning meetings for the weekly community of 
practice sessions, as much as they dealt with other aspects of my PhD. I had come to view my promoters 
as my advisory team. The three of us recognised the value of Yevgeny’s contribution to the community of 
practice, and thought it would be beneficial for him to join these weekly meetings. 
There was a dual purpose to including him. Firstly, I would benefit from his input, which I thought would 
have a different, and possibly more objective, perspective to my own, and that of my promoters. 
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Secondly, he would develop a clearer understanding of the dynamics of the weekly community of practice 
sessions. I and my promoters thought that, in time, there could be more of his own staff wanting to 
participate in a community of practice like ours. It could then be useful for him to know what our 
experiences had been in managing the community of practice, in order to make it easier for him to set up 
a similar community of practice within the Mathematics department. He might even be able to test out 
the process toolkit I was aiming to develop. 
I anticipated that Yevgeny’s participation in the leadership team would contribute to making the group 
process more explicit for us, while at the same time providing him with a space that would nurture and 
respect his personal growth.  
4.5.2 Mapping the Events to the Theory 
The main theoretical concepts that emerged from the experiences of the second stage of the third 
research cycle related to the importance of acknowledging our values, the idea of a community of truth 
and the need for strong leadership to maintain and develop the space of the community of practice. 
4.5.2.1 Values 
The concept of making our values explicit had emerged previously, during the second research cycle. The 
theoretical basis for this is discussed in Section 3.3.3.1.  
Revisiting values in a second workshop was valuable for both the group members who had participated in 
the workshop during the second cycle, and for the members who were doing the workshop for the first 
time.  
 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Third Cycle 2011) 
This confirmed for me the importance of grounding teaching practice in values, and the need to make the 
values of the Computing Studio community of practice explicit and therefore accessible to the group 
members. 
It also became clear that group members were at different phases of their personal journeys 
(Section 4.4.2.1) away from the competitive individualism of the Academy. For some members, the 
opportunity to explore their personal values was a positive experience; others were very uncomfortable 
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with the idea of exploring their personal values, maintaining that work values and personal values were 
separate, and necessarily different (van der Post 2011). I have no written reflections about their 
experiences from those members whose discomfort I had noticed. They gradually attended less regularly, 
or stopped coming to community of practice sessions completely. 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Third Cycle 2011) 
This echoed Palmer’s (1992) concept of the divided self, which is his term for conflict within oneself. He 
explains it as the conflict experienced when one’s inner truth is not reflected in one’s work, or external 
reality. Palmer believes the journey towards change only truly begins for each person when they can no 
longer live divided. I believe this is the same idea as McNiff and Whitehead’s (2006) living contradiction, 
which is the starting point for an action research enquiry such as mine (Section 2.3). 
4.5.2.2 Community of Truth 
Palmer’s concept of a community of truth is fundamental to the kind of space that had been created 
within the Computing Studio community of practice. 
Palmer (2007) states that “to teach is to create a space in which the community of truth is practiced”. 
What exactly is this space? And what is a community of truth? 
Teaching and learning, according to Palmer (Palmer 2007), requires a community. The teacher, the 
students, the subject, and the willingness to participate with each other make up the community. A group 
of teachers, to be effective, should also be in community. A true community of teachers will create 
opportunities to learn from each other, rather than teaching in isolation, behind closed doors. 
However, the epistemology of the Academy, objectivism (Section 4.4.2.2), leads to an ethic that focuses 
on personal benefit, and this can destroy the sense of community required for effective teaching and 
learning (Palmer 1993). Palmer does not suggest that objectivism has no value. Critical thinking, an 
important high-level cognitive skill, is a form of objective knowing, and necessary within a community of 
truth.  
Critical thinking can be described as a conversation of truth: “a fluid process of observation and 
interpretation, of consensus and dissent, conducted … [to] agree upon certain assumptions, rules, 
procedures” (Palmer 1993a). Another way of expressing this idea is that critical thinking is a form of 
internal conflict, aimed at reaching an understanding of one’s own perspective of the “truth”. 
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A conversation of truth will usually involve a degree of conflict. The conflict, however, is of a creative 
nature. If we can recognise the difference between creative, or communal, conflict and the negative 
conflict of competitive individualism, then we can engage in constructive, open and public conflict that 
will lead to a better understanding of the truth. If we can learn to work through conflict, to reach 
consensus, we will all learn, and grow as a result. 
Palmer’s term for a classroom that enables truth to emerge from constructive conflict is a “consensual 
classroom”. This term is just as relevant for our community of practice as for our classrooms. 
A consensual classroom or community of practice accepts that truth has many perspectives, and that 
much discussion, both speaking and listening, will be required as the group explores ideas to reach the 
truth, or the agreed reality. This concept of reality aligns with the constructivist paradigm within which the 
Computing Studio community of practice is grounded (Section 2.2.1). 
As we discuss our differences in public forums like our community of practice, with open minds, we must 
be willing to live in ambiguity and uncertainty, taking note of any dissent, and searching for deeper insight. 
In this way, we will reach consensual truth. 
If we teach or meet with colleagues within a community based in consensual truth, we are likely to 
experience more conflict and uncertainty than is usual in the Academy, and in fact, more than we are 
likely to find comfortable. This is necessary to reach consensus, and each individual must have an equal 
opportunity to be heard, and to hear others. The tendency to want to avoid conflict can, in fact, be a 
barrier to being able to create the kind of space which is necessary for a community of truth. 
Conflict of a creative nature is unlikely to occur in a hostile environment. In order to have the confidence 
to state one’s own truth, which may be different from what is expected or generally accepted, one needs 
to feel safe. It is therefore a paradox, but to generate the creative conflict necessary to reach consensual 
truth, the space must be hospitable. 
A hospitable space, in which creative conflict is encouraged and valued, is necessary for a community of 
truth to flourish. During the second research cycle, the Computing Studio group had developed a clear 
sense that our community was safe enough to expose our vulnerable, inner selves (Section 3.3.4). This 
safety had been compromised by the influx of new members, and my inept handling of this circumstance. 
However, by re-establishing structure, elucidating a clear value system, and openly admitting the 
mistakes, our group went a long way toward recreating the safe space we had almost lost. 
4.5.2.3 Leadership 
There is a difference between power and authority. “Power works from the outside in, but authority works 
from the inside out” (Palmer 1997). Good teachers, and good leaders, have authority, not power. 
I had learnt through trying to hand over the leadership at the start of the third research cycle, that strong 
leadership was necessary to maintain the safe space our community of practice needed.  
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Most groups have a leader to provide focus and direction, and to inspire the group towards achieving the 
goals that have been set (Hunter et al. 1992). A leader who is effective is able to empower the other group 
members, rather than having to impose power to enforce action. 
The leadership in a community of practice such as the Computing Studio must be provided by a facilitator 
who is able to maintain the safe space required for open communication and trust (Palmer 2004). 
However, the nature of this leadership is different to the traditional, hierarchical leadership of the 
Academy.  
One of the questions I had asked towards the end of the second research cycle related to the impact of 
my personality on the development of the community of practice. I had wondered if the process might 
have been different with someone else in the leadership role (Section 3.3.4). However, I had not yet 
explicitly identified what it was that I did, as the facilitator of the group, that contributed towards the 
safety of the space, and the openness to share experiences and explore new ideas.  
 
 (van der Post 2011a) 
In the first stage of the third cycle, I had realised that I needed to provide a form of leadership that I was 
not, at that time, providing. The facilitator role described by Palmer (2004) helped me to recognise what 
my role within the group had been in the previous cycle, and why I needed to continue in the leadership 
role. 
“A community is a chaotic, emergent, and creative force field that needs constant 
tending. And when communities are countercultural, as they are in a circle of 
trust, its need for tending is even greater.”  
 (Palmer 2004) 
Firstly, the leader of a community of truth requires authority invested in him by the group, not external 
power. Generally, to be granted authority, the leader of the community must be perceived as one who 
behaves according to his own beliefs and values, and in this way is seen to be living and acting out his 
values. I have always been a person who speaks up for what I believe in, whether it goes against the norm 
or not. I believe my colleagues know me in this way, as a person of integrity. This is demonstrated by the 
values that I hold as important (Section 1.3.1). 
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The leader of the community must be a participant as well as the facilitator. Not taking part in the process 
would signal a separation that could undermine the facilitator’s authority (Palmer 2004). An effective 
leader of the community of practice therefore has the dual role of facilitator-participant, much as in action 
research the researcher is also a participant. Participating in, whilst facilitating, a group process is 
demanding. The participation is important for one’s own development, but one must remain aware at all 
times of the needs of others within the group. The dual role requires balancing the authority to lead, while 
still participating on an equal basis to others in the group. The facilitator must understand the 
responsibility of asking people to make themselves vulnerable, and be willing to protect them within the 
space. It is not a role to be taken on lightly. 
There are explicit qualities that are needed by the person who facilitates a community of practice based in 
consensual truth. A person who wishes to lead such a community of practice must either already have 
these qualities, or find a way to develop them. 
These qualities were important for me to identify as part of my enquiry into group process. The leader of a 
group should always encourage the development of leadership within others in the group (Hunter et al. 
1992). Once I began to identify the qualities required by the facilitator, I would be able to work on 
improving these qualities in myself. I could also start to help other group members develop these 
qualities, so there would be others to take my place as facilitator should it become necessary, or to 
successfully start up similar communities of practice in other situations. 
“…most people who do this work will say what I say: holding a space for the soul 
is more challenging than any other kind of leadership I have attempted, and I 
needed mentoring to do it wisely and well.”  
 (Palmer 2004)  
I had written in my reflections: 
 
 (van der Post 2011a) 
It was very encouraging to me that Palmer also used my phrase, holding the space. My experience of 
facilitating the community of practice had shown me the depth of the energy and focus required. I would 
agree with him that it is difficult and requires much training and experience. Events within the Computing 
Studio community of practice show that I could benefit from both more training and more experience. 
I did not have the immediate opportunity to get better training at this particular point in the project. In 
addition, I was endeavouring to identify processes for other academics, who possibly had even less 
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experience in the type of facilitation required to lead a community of truth. My solution had been to 
develop a form of Dick’s (2000) action research steering committee . 
My “steering committee”, or leadership team, as I thought of them, was made up of four people from the 
community of practice. 
These were Prometheus, Alice and Retha, who had participated in my masters case study and been closest 
to me in my journey of improving teaching practice, and Yevgeny. The weekly PhD meetings held with 
Prometheus and Alice from the start of the project had become part of my planning process. We talked 
through our experiences and ideas, and I was able to learn from this, as well as ask advice about how to 
proceed in my role as facilitator of the community of practice. This was especially helpful in circumstances 
where there had been conflict between either myself and a group member, or between other members of 
the group.  I would often take the ideas to Retha, or ask her advice independently. She and I have worked 
together in this manner for a number of years. I trust her ability to see the detail I miss, and her 
perspective as a more objective, scientific thinker than myself. 
The fourth member of my leadership team was Yevgeny, HoD of the Mathematics department. Although 
he had joined the group for the first time at the start of the third cycle, he contributed valuable insight 
into his own journey, the differences in personalities within the group, and experience in the traditional 
workings of the Academy. 
4.5.3 Implications 
By having to work hard to re-establish the trust and safe environment we had lost, I and my leadership 
team understood better the concept of a community of truth. We believed that it was such a community 
of truth that had been created within our research group, and was valued by the members. A more 
explicit understanding of the concept, and a theory for it, meant we were able to discuss aspects of our 
activities and process with a common understanding. This would make it clearer to determine how to 
maintain the space, as well as to explore how to create it in our classrooms. 
I still wanted to find a way to set ground rules for the group. The “loud voices” continued to dominate the 
proceedings more than necessary. However, there was already a sense of greater openness than in the 
start-up stage of the cycle, and renewed trust in the group process. I attributed this to the more 
structured approach I had taken. 
There were many other concepts I had discovered in Palmer’s work that I wanted to incorporate into our 
community of practice. However, the trust had been renewed through structure and concrete activities. I 
thought it would be wiser to continue along such a path for the time being. 
4.6 Conversation about Integrative Education 
The values workshop had generated discussion amongst group members about how to incorporate values 
into our teaching. A second issue that had been raised in group discussions was that many of our students 
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have poor basic literacy and communication skills. This had led to a conversation about the possibility of 
introducing a compulsory module at first year level, within the School of Computer Science, Mathematics, 
Physics and Statistics, to develop thinking, writing and life skills. 
This discussion enabled me to introduce the topic of integrative education. Integrative education is a form 
of holistic education (Section 4.6.2). Teaching and learning must address the whole person, and not just 
the content or subject matter of a particular course. 
The concept of integrative education was at the heart of my own teaching and learning enquiry, and what 
I was hoping to inspire in my colleagues. Although prior to my reading at this time, I had not come across 
the term “integrative education”, the Computing Studio model stemmed from similar ideals. The 
theoretical material, once again, reflected what I had implicitly been working towards. 
4.6.1 The Events 
The Computing Studio group went into this final stage of the third research cycle with a number of people 
having dropped out of the community of practice, for various reasons. Jacques, James, Jenny and Peter, 
due to circumstances such as time constraints or other workload commitments, were no longer attending 
sessions at all. Rosemary and Jeffrey from the Mathematics department had also stopped coming, without 
any communication to me as to the reason. Christiaan had told me that he would have to “unofficially 
resign” as he had been away from campus often in the past weeks, and could no longer afford the time 
(van der Post 2011). I was not quite sure what the “unofficially” meant; I suspected the real reason was 
due to his discomfort and feelings of vulnerability in the sessions. 
 
 (van der Post 2011a) 
Academics within the Computing Sciences department had completed mid-semester feedback with our 
students. This was a new initiative, that had come from the work of the Computing Studio community of 
practice. Feedback was usually left until the end of the semester. Mid-semester feedback meant that the 
comments made by students could be used to impact their own learning, rather than as in the past, when 
it could be only integrated into the next iteration of a module. The three academics in the community of 
practice who were from the Mathematics department also did module feedback at this time. 
I used the feedback as a starting point to explore the concept of integrative education during a weekly 
community of practice session. I asked academics to use both positive and negative comments from 
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student feedback to consider what could be introduced into modules to improve the students’ learning 
experience. 
We had two productive community of practice sessions exploring these ideas. The third session, however, 
deteriorated into conflict due to the presence, for the first time in a while, of two of the “loud voices”. 
In this session, two members, Catherine and Annie, who had not attended the community of practice 
sessions for a few weeks, were very negative. Although they did not have the background to the 
discussion, having missed the previous sessions about integrative education, both insisted on putting 
forward their personal points of view. 
The other group members became very quiet, withdrawing from the interaction. I ended up spending the 
session explaining and justifying what we were doing, in response to comments from Catherine and Annie. 
They seemed unwilling to be open to new ideas, or to listen to what others in the group had to say. I was 
told at one point that “this is what you’ve been preaching now for a whole year” (van der Post 2011a), 
with Catherine claiming that she was using the methods, and had been for some time. I felt this was a bit 
uncalled for, and felt like asking her why, then, did she bother to come to our sessions. I also knew, having 
seen the tests she had just set for her class, that while she might think she was following Computing 
Studio methods, she was not actually doing so. 
At one point, Alice spoke up and told Catherine, although not quite so bluntly, to “shut up”. This meant 
that I did not have to ask her to back off, and showed that the group and its process belonged to everyone 
in the group. However, the atmosphere of the session remained tense and negative. 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Fourth Cycle 2011) 
The synergy and willingness to contribute that had been evident from the other members since the re-
establishment stage began, was not able to emerge during this session. I found myself talking a lot, 
because the ideas that I had wanted the group to explore and discover for themselves were not 
forthcoming. I was covering ground that had been discussed within the group in previous weeks, because 
Catherine and Annie had not made the effort to find out what we had done in their absence, or 
alternatively, were not willing to sit and listen and give others the opportunity to put forward their ideas. 
The confidence of the other group members was threatened, the atmosphere of trust was gone, and the 
conversation was unable to develop of its own accord. 
Once again, this was an example of competitive individualism threatening the community of truth. 
I believed that lack of regular attendance contributed to the events of this particular session. If these two 
members attended sessions more regularly, their attitudes might have a lesser impact. They would have 
the background information, so I would not have to spend time justifying the concepts we were 
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discussing. They would also have been able to witness, even if not actually experience, the progression 
and development of the group’s ideas. 
I was inclined to raise the issue of commitment during the next community of practice session. However, 
we were nearing the end of the semester, the advice of my leadership team was to simply carry on with 
the sessions as planned, managing the loud voices as best I could, if they came again. 
As preparation for the next session, I asked the group to review some reference material on integrative 
education, and come to the next session with what I termed their “burning question”. This would be the 
one question they would really like answered, in relation to the idea of integrative teaching and learning. I 
would use the questions as the starting point for a discussion, with the intention of academics leaving the 
session with a clearer idea of how to design a lesson that included concepts of integrated education. 
I was encouraged by the questions people brought to the next session. The questions demonstrated the 
range of issues with which the group was engaging, as well as the development of a deeper level of 
enquiry than at the start of the semester. Group members had not even set personal goals for their 
participation in the group when the research cycle had begun. 
 Alice: Why do I teach? 
 Yevgeny: What is content? 
 Prometheus: How do I integrate values into my teaching? 
 Porky: How do we make assessment effective? 
 Elizabeth: How do I move from teaching pure content to the way I want to teach, without 
having an example to follow? 
 Catherine: How to effectively achieve an integrated learning environment? 
 Retha: How to get my students to explore, analyse and think? 
Catherine came to the session, but not Annie. It was a smoother session than the one before, with lots of 
interaction. As Alice said to me afterwards, it was good that Catherine did come, because she saw that we 
simply carried on and dealt with issues as they came up. 
At the end of the semester, I sent out a set of structured questions and the request for feedback from the 
group members, based on these questions.  
My questions were aimed at helping each person identify what they had achieved through their 
participation in the group, what the group as a whole had achieved, what had been useful, and what had 
not worked. I aimed to use the feedback to plan the best approach for the next cycle. I also hoped that 
this would lead to an experience of the value of reflective practice. 
4.6.2 Mapping the Events to the Theory 
The discovery of integrative education as a recognised term and theoretical concept, rather than my 
implicit belief of how education should be, proved to be critical in the journey of the Computing Studio 
community of practice. 
 
CHAPTER 4 
UNCOVERING  THE THEORETICAL CONTEXT 
  Page 133 
I was able to give greater substance and credibility to the Computing Studio methods, especially for my 
more objectivist colleagues. The recognised terminology and the academic validity that accompanied it, 
allowed the group to engage more fully with the ideas than we had previously done. The holistic concept 
gave the methods a broader application than was implied by the term Computing Studio, which suggested 
that the methods were limited to Computing modules with a design component. 
Integrative education is explained in different ways by different authors and educationalists. The terms 
used vary, and include integrative, or integrated, education, integrated learning, and integrative teaching 
and learning. These terms all appear to refer to the same concepts. I have chosen to use the term 
“integrative education” because, for me, it is the more holistic term, encompassing an entire learning 
system. 
The Fetzer Institute (www.fetzer.org) is an organization aimed at developing a global community 
dedicated to transforming the human condition.  They organized a conference entitled Uncovering the 
Heart of Higher Education in February 2007 (Fetzer Institute 2010) which explored how integrative 
education could be incorporated into colleges and universities. The question central to their enquiry 
explains much of their understanding of the concept: 
“Are we as leaders of key educational institutions providing sufficient 
opportunities for our students to integrate who they are with what they do in the 
world?” (Fetzer Institute 2010) 
At the same time, the Carnegie Foundation—from which Boyer and the scholarship of teaching and 
learning (Boyer 1990) emerged—were considering the same idea: 
“‘The undergraduate experience is often a fragmented landscape of general 
education, concentration, electives, co-curricular activities, and for many 
students “the real world” beyond campus,’ said Mary Huber, a senior scholar 
with the Carnegie Foundation who co-directed the project. ‘An emphasis on 
integrated learning can help undergraduates find ways to put the pieces together 
and develop habits of mind that will prepare them to make informed judgements 
in the conduct of personal, professional and civic life.’”  
 (Inside Higher Ed 2007) 
Palmer and Zajonc (2010) believe that integrative education is necessary to address the purpose, core 
values and direction in life of young people, which are issues that traditional education tends to ignore, or 
at least fails to actively address. They also warn us that integrative education cannot be easily categorised, 
and will be “messy”: 
“Integrative education at its best will always be an adventuresome, exploratory 
and discovery-oriented form of learning that will never accommodate itself to the 
foregone conclusions and predictable outcomes on which standardized tests are 
built. But for that very reason, integrative forms of teaching and learning must 
have clear intentionality and trajectory, employing pedagogical designs that will 
take us and our students somewhere worth going.” 
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If we take on the methodologies of integrative education we will need to (Palmer & Zajonc 2010): 
 Be able to work within a paradox. We must allow, even encourage, the unpredictable, while at 
the same time maintaining order and direction towards achieving our educational goals. 
 Manage an exchange of information and ideas that must be flexible, and will often be 
complicated and confusing. This is in direct contrast to traditional, teacher-directed methods. 
 Be flexible and adaptive, dealing with what occurs in the moment. This is necessary both to 
facilitate the teaching and learning process, and to help students learn how to think in a 
similar manner. 
 Include information, skills and discipline that will enable the class to achieve intended 
outcomes, albeit by a roundabout route. 
My more detail- and factually-oriented colleagues (Section 3.3.3.2) wanted to know what integrated 
education was and how it could be done. I assured them that we would continue with our enquiry, trying 
out different methods, and eventually come to a clearer understanding of the idea for ourselves, and its 
application within our own practice. 
4.7 Results in Relation to Action Plan 
The plan of action had been adapted as the semester progressed, as I have discovered is quite usual in an 
action research cycle. Action research is designed to be responsive (Dick 2000), which would imply that 
action plans would need to change in order to respond to results of earlier actions. 
When I reviewed what had been done in relation to the original plan (Section 4.3), I found that I had 
achieved about half of what had been planned at the start of the cycle. 
 The start-up session had taken place. The majority of the group members had neglected to do 
their preparation, so I had to carry over some of the intended content to the following 
session. 
 Our community of practice sessions took place on a regular, weekly basis, as planned. 
However, my attempt to hand the leadership role over to other group members in order to 
create a sense of ownership for all the members, had failed. However, I had learned from the 
experience, and realised that the group was not yet ready for someone else to take the lead. I 
was still in the leadership role, and was the person responsible for directing the activities of 
the group. This was necessary to maintain the momentum of the community of practice, as 
well as to protect the safe space that had been created within the group. I would remain in 
this role until another member emerged with the qualities and understanding necessary to 
create and maintain the space. 
 I had successfully achieved my personal goal for regular reflective practice by setting up a blog 
web site to which my promoters had access (Figure 4.1). Six of the group members put written 
reflections on the SharePoint site for the first four weeks of the cycle. Thereafter, Alice was 
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the only group member to continue submitting written reflections. Most of the group agreed 
that they had not developed reflective practice as a regular habit. 
 
Figure 4.1 Page from Leda’s Blog Site, August 2011 
 The group had postponed the plan for a brain profiling or learning style pilot study with 
students. Du Plessis’ proposal had been put aside at the start of the semester, as it would 
have been too expensive (van der Post 2011). The learning style service offered by NMMU’s 
Student Counselling department had the potential to work well. However, there were time 
constraints at the start of the semester which made it difficult to put into action. The two 
academics, Jenny and Sherry, who had been most interested in the concept, decided to wait 
until the next cycle, or even the first semester of 2012, before  doing the pilot study. 
 Focus groups had been taking place each week, with first years, third years and postgraduate 
students. Retha met with first and third years, on alternative weeks. I met with three groups 
of postgraduate students, seeing each group once in three weeks. Retha and I had a weekly 
meeting with Christiaan, whose initiative the focus groups had been, to debrief and plan for 
the next week. While these meetings were not part of the community of practice sessions as 
such, and other members of the group did not play a direct role in the meetings with students, 
the focus groups did have an impact on the department as a whole. There was more open and 
honest communication between students and lecturers, as students realised that they, too, 
had a safe space to talk about their issues and problems. 
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 It was, however, quite difficult to know how much of the change in the nature of 
communication between staff and students could be attributed directly to the focus groups. 
The values-driven and integrative approach to teaching adopted by the Computing Studio 
academics had also positively impacted communication and relationships between staff and 
students in the department. 
 The Computing Studio toolkit had not materialised. At the start of the research cycle, as we 
discussed in our community of practice sessions what we were doing in our classes, I made 
notes about ideas that I believed could be categorised as a “tool”. I created a template for 
documenting such tools, and asked group members to write up their examples using the 
template (Section 3.3.1). Sherry wrote up one tool. There were no other efforts made to 
document the activities in this way. 
 My ideas about a process toolkit had also changed. I was no longer sure if such a toolkit would 
be possible, or even if it would be relevant (Section 4.8). 
 There was more formal feedback than in the previous cycle. Seven of the eleven academics 
who remained as regular community of practice participants did mid-semester feedback with 
their students. I received written feedback in response to my end-of-semester structured 
questions from six of the eleven academics. This was 55% of the group, an improvement on 
the 10% of the second research cycle. 
 We used the SharePoint site regularly. I uploaded session plans and reference material, and 
there were folders for our reflections. However, there was regular communication between 
group members via email. Often I sent something out in an email, then forgot to also put it on 
the SharePoint site. I used email because it was likely that group members would see the 
email, even if they didn’t read it properly; however, I could not be sure that they would check 
the site. Communications that members wished to keep private, were sent via email, and not 
posted on the more public site. 
I had included activities and ideas in community of practice sessions that had not been in the original plan: 
 I repeated the workshop on values that had been done for the first time during the previous 
research cycle. The workshop took place during the normal weekly session time, rather than 
as an additional session. It proved valuable to existing members to revisit their exploration of 
the previous cycle, as well as to introduce new members to the values-based approach of the 
Computing Studio method. 
 I had to find ways to rectify my mishandling of the introduction of new people to the group. 
From this experience, I learned useful information about group dynamics and the importance 
of leadership, trust and direction. 
 I discovered theory that led to a deeper understanding of the functioning of the community of 
practice. 
Towards the end of the cycle, I analysed the composition of the community of practice group. I found that 
group members fitted into clear categories (Table 4.2). These categories could be viewed in the light of 
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Palmer’s concept of different phases of a personal journey (Section 4.4.2.1). I have summarised the stages 
as follows: 
Phase One: Individuals decide to act on their values, which are not being fulfilled. 
Phase Two: Individuals form groups for mutual support. 
Phase Three:  Individuals are empowered by the support of the group and share problems and ideas. 
Phase Four: Individuals are sustained by the group, and start to find unconventional rewards. 
“Leadership” team. 
[Phase Four] 
 
Leda: initiator and driver. Designs and facilitates community of practice 
sessions. 
Alice, Prometheus: Formally, Leda’s PhD promoters. Less formally, advisors 
and confidantes. 
Yevgeny: Invited into team as leader of the Mathematics department and 
because of his insight into his own journey. 
Core project members 
[Phases Two to Four] 
Truly committed to the goals of the project, open to new ideas, and 
regularly attend weekly sessions. 
Leadership team plus Retha, Elizabeth, Porky and Tina. 
Retha is often consulted about ideas that start with the leadership team, 
before they get taken to the whole group. This is due to Leda’s trust in 
Retha’s ability to see the kinds of things that Leda often misses (or the 
detail), and also for being a more objective, scientific thinker. Also, she has 
the same longstanding participation in the project as Leda, Alice and 
Prometheus. 
Superficial members 
[Phases One to Two] 
Say they are committed to the group, but their actions cast doubt on their 
commitment. For example, they do not attend very regularly; or they 
profess to already be doing “it” all, which shows their lack of openness. 
Sherry, Catherine, Annie 
Peripheral members 
[Phase One] 
Share the goals of the project in their own way, but due mostly to 
circumstances out of their control, or their own personalities, or other 
priorities, are not currently participating. 
Jacques, Jenny, James, Peter 
No-longer members 
[Phase One] 
Came for a while, then chose not to participate. May or may not come back. 
Christiaan, Rosemary, Jeffrey 
Table 4.2 Categories of People within the Computing Studio Research Group 
By the end of the cycle, I had discovered concepts that described the theory behind what the group had 
been doing implicitly. My aim for the next cycle would be to validate what we were doing in terms of the 
theory, and to explore how to develop our own community of practice sessions in ways that went beyond 
what others had already done, or at least documented. 
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4.8 Implications 
Although it was not immediately visible to me, the Computing Studio community of practice had, in fact, 
made a great deal of progress by this stage (van der Post 2011a). I realised this when I reflected on the 
activities and results of the whole cycle. We had moved from a danger of the group disintegrating, in the 
first weeks, to a point where academics were embracing the idea of introducing skills, knowledge, and 
moral and ethical considerations into their classes, beyond the mere content of the subject. 
In terms of the facilitation of the sessions, I had identified the need for clearer ground rules, definite 
structure, and a strong leadership role for myself. The community of practice sessions were not simply a 
place to let off steam. Discussing frustrations and problems was certainly part of the process, and made 
possible within the safe space we had created. However, the intention of the Computing Studio group 
went beyond sharing emotions, towards creating a positive learning and developmental experience for all 
group members. 
I also wanted the group members to understand the difference in focus of my personal PhD research, and 
the goals of the community of practice. The group members were themselves responsible for what they 
took from the process. My role within the community of practice group was as facilitator of the process, 
and as a participant. My role was not to enforce the group’s keeping of their agreements and working to 
achieve agreed upon goals. My role as PhD student was separate to what I did within the group, as my 
personal research goals were different to the broad goals of the group (Section 4.2). 
Much of the group process was not new or unique; the dynamics of groups are probably similar wherever 
people gather together (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Third Cycle 2011). However, the value 
of investigating one’s own practice within the context of an action research project, is that one will 
discover aspects that are unique to one’s specific circumstances. Also, by aiming to examine the process 
of our community of practice, I would be making some of the implicit activities and values explicit. This 
would be a contribution in the theoretical domain in that it would provide an example that others could 
learn by, and adapt to their own situation. 
I was no longer convinced that I should aim at producing a concrete toolkit relating to the process of 
creating and maintaining the space of our community of practice. The third research cycle had taught me 
about the value of learning from experience. I was now considering the possibility that every group, and 
its leader, had to go through the process in their own way and their own time, and so follow their own 
journey.  
I still believed there would be value in documenting my experience, as it would serve as a reference and 
example for others working in the same domain. The nature of action research is that each research 
situation is unique (Section 2.1), and therefore what I learnt could be offered as my own experience, from 
which others could take what they believed to be useful for their own contexts. 
Yevgeny had expressed his concerns about the idea of a toolkit in one of our leadership team meetings. 
He was concerned that the objectivist mindset would expect a toolkit to provide a concrete tool that could 
 
CHAPTER 4 
UNCOVERING  THE THEORETICAL CONTEXT 
  Page 139 
simply be applied, without introspection, or looking inwardly and learning about oneself. Such concrete 
tools would not contribute to the kind of journey our community of practice was actually involved in. It 
would serve to inhibit personal growth and development, seemingly offering a formula that could be 
applied. Yet, without looking inwardly, and coming to terms with one’s personal identity and integrity, or 
the “heart of the teacher” (Palmer 1997), one would not in fact change, or progress on one’s personal 
journey. 
A possible solution would be to identify the concepts and activities that had contributed to the 
development of the community of practice, and offer these as action strategies, rather than concrete 
tools. The action strategies would contain the essential elements, presented in a manner that would 
enable another group to adapt and apply the concepts to their own circumstances (Schön 1995). 
The next section discusses the activities and results of the fourth research cycle. These results lead to the 
main conclusions of the research study, to date. 
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P a r t  1  
P O S I T I O N I N G  T H E  S T U D Y  
P a r t  2  
R E F I N I N G  T H E  F O C U S  
P a r t  3  
U N D E R S TA N D I N G  T H E  S PA C E  
P a r t  4  
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C h a p t e r  5   
F R O M  C O M P U T I N G  S T U D I O  T O  T H E  L E A R N I N G  
C O M M U N I T Y  
“Keep alive within you and bring under wise control that courage  
which makes you long to undertake great works, which others might consider it folly  
to attempt.”  
 Mary  Pelletier 
Chapters 1 to 4 explained the background to the research project, and how the events of the first three 
research cycles led to the refinement of the focus of my research question. The fourth research cycle 
introduced a more structured approach within the community of practice, and a separation of my 
personal research objectives from that of the research group as a whole. In this chapter, I explain the 
context and intention of the fourth research cycle—Semester Two, 2011. 
Section 5.1 discusses the goals and objectives of the fourth research cycle; my plan of action for the fourth 
research cycle is explained in Section 5.2; the development process of the whole research project, which 
began with a focus on the Computing Studio teaching method, and moved towards a broader teaching 
and learning community of practice, is described in Section 5.3; and Section 5.4 concludes the chapter 
with a summary of the main points discussed. 
5.1 Goals and Objectives for Cycle Four: Semester Two, 2011 
I began the fourth research cycle with my main research question essentially unchanged from the 
previous cycle. The question during the third cycle was: How can we create a space to foster a teaching 
and learning enquiry, in which individual Computing Sciences academics can develop their own knowledge 
and educational practice, whilst contributing to and supporting each other’s learning? 
There were three minor alterations to the question, as a result of the refinement of my focus.  
 Firstly, to acknowledge the focus on integrative education as the educational philosophy 
within which our enquiry was situated, I added the phrase “aimed at promoting integrative 
education”. 
 Secondly, I wanted to include the possibility of an application that was broader than 
Computing Sciences, and could possibly include any academics within the Science faculty, as 
the group now included three core members from the Mathematics department. I changed 
the phrase “individual Computing Sciences academics” to “academics within a Science 
faculty”. 
 The third alteration was editorial: I inserted a semicolon, and rephrased the second part of the 
question, to make it easier to read. 
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My main research question had become: How can we create a space to foster a teaching and learning 
enquiry aimed at promoting integrative education; a space that enables academics within a Science 
faculty to develop their own knowledge and educational practice, whilst contributing to and supporting 
each other’s learning? 
My expectations of what I would produce as a result of the enquiry had shifted. I had realised, from my 
evaluation of the events and results of the third research cycle, that it would be unrealistic to attempt to 
compile a toolkit for replicating our community of practice. 
A toolkit would provide educators with concrete tools and resources, put together in a logical structure, 
with the intention of helping to make it easier to develop a community of practice such as ours. 
Academics would use the toolkit to decrease the amount of time that would normally be required for the 
process (Monroe 2000; Conole & Fill 2005). 
However, we had identified that time was a necessary factor in the process of the development of the 
community of practice. Time was required so that the participants would think introspectively, and learn 
and grow within themselves (Section 4.8). A toolkit, intended to reduce the amount of time the process 
took, could potentially inhibit the process, rather than encourage each group member to explore their 
own identity and integrity. 
A toolkit within science and engineering methods is perceived in a similar way to a checklist (Interviews 
with TLC group members 2011). There was therefore a danger that any toolkit presented would be 
perceived as a step-by-step process, with items to be checked off. This would not work to establish an 
effective community of practice, as much of the value for the participants was in their own learning, 
through the experience of being part of the community of practice, over an extended time period.  
Participating in a community of practice like the TLC was a unique and individual journey for each member 
of the group; I could offer suggestions based on my experience, and ideas of what to expect, but not 
prescribe what should be done. A toolkit would, by its nature, be prescriptive. 
“This is a — education is — very, very complex, subtle, dynamic kind of thing, 
that changes from moment to moment. You need to be aware of what’s going 
on; you need to be sensitive to what’s going on, and you need to look at reality in 
the right kind of way, informed by the right kind of epistemology and ontology 
and normative system, your ethics and your morals. And this is not something 
that you can kind of pick up a list of what ethics and morals you should have, and 
say well that’s very interesting, okay I’m going to use those. You need to live, you 
need to experience the kind of process that embeds them properly in you. And it’s 
not a fast process. It’s something that needs to take place over a year, or two 
years, to allow people to grow.  
http://youtu.be/4sUVh7AJw44   (Appendix C: 10-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
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Rather than a toolkit containing concrete tools, I could present what I had in terms of action strategies. 
The action strategies would describe activities, conversations and interactions that had been useful in 
creating our community of practice, in a form that could be generalized (Schön 1995). The strategies could 
inform the management of other, similar academic communities of practice. My contribution would be 
related to the process of creating and maintaining an effective, educationally oriented community of 
practice, within a scientific discipline. 
I had identified seven issues that affected the group process within the community of practice during the 
previous cycle, from an analysis of my personal reflections and discussions with my leadership team. 
These issues would be the specific focus of my study during the fourth research cycle. For each of these 
main issues, I wanted to understand firstly, the impact on the group; secondly, what I, as the facilitator 
needed to be aware of; and thirdly, how best to manage the issue. 
The issues I had identified were: 
 The underlying philosophy of the community of practice was directly related to the concept of 
integrative education. Philosophy is the core element of the Learning System Model 
(Section 1.1.1), which had been the starting point for the community of practice. I believed 
that a more explicit description of the philosophy underpinning our practice would help 
members of the community of practice develop our own understanding, and hence our own 
practice, towards integrative education. An understanding of the underlying philosophy would 
also be necessary if I was to use the Learning System Model, with philosophy as the core 
element, to describe the nature of the TLC space. 
 People in the community of practice were at different phases in their personal journeys 
towards change (Section 4.4.2.1). I had failed to accommodate this aspect of the group 
process at the start of the third cycle, and wanted to better understand how it could be 
included. 
 Differences in personality types of people in the group appeared to have an impact on the 
group dynamics (Section 3.2.4.2). This included each individual’s personal philosophy, 
experience and background, as well as the individual’s innate personality or nature. In the 
second research cycle, eight of the group members had participated in a brain profiling 
process, which had led to a clearer understanding of personal differences and similarities. 
During the third research cycle, I had identified how the orientation of some academics 
towards competitive individualism had led to conflict within the group (Section 4.4.2.2). I 
wanted to learn more about how different personalities affected the dynamics within the 
group. 
 Group members had attributed the success and value of the community of practice to the safe 
space that it provided. Bringing more structure into the sessions during the previous cycle had 
contributed positively to the creation of this safe and productive space (Section 4.5.3). I 
wanted to identify and describe the activities and process that could contribute to both the 
physical and emotional aspects of the safety of the space. 
 
CHAPTER 5 
FROM COMPUTING STUDIO TO THE LEARNING COMMUNITY 
  Page 144 
 I had observed that sporadic attendance and lack of preparation had a negative effect on 
group dynamics (Section 3.2.3.3). I wanted to find out if the group could provide greater 
motivation for people to participate, through the structure of sessions and activities, or if 
commitment and participation was entirely dependent on the phase of a participant’s 
personal journey. 
 Reflective practice is a cornerstone of action research, the Computing Studio method, and 
integrative education (Section 3.2.3.2). Active, conscious reflective practice was not yet a well-
developed habit within the group. I wanted to explore ways of improving group members’ 
understanding, experience, and doing of reflective practice. 
 There had been instances when the group had experienced very synergistic sessions and 
discussions (van der Post 2011). This was in direct contrast to some of the more difficult, 
confrontational sessions that had occurred. I thought it would be useful to identify what the 
circumstances were that contributed to synergy occurring. 
A closing workshop had been held at the end of the third research cycle. During this workshop the group 
identified what they had learned, and suggested goals for the following, or fourth research cycle. It had 
become obvious to me from this process that my personal research focus, and therefore my personal 
goals, were no longer the same as those of the Computing Studio group as a whole.  
My goal was focused on understanding the nature and process of the community of practice, whereas my 
colleagues were engaged with the original focus of the research project: improving their teaching and 
learning practice. 
I needed to be able to observe the group objectively, as well as to participate in it, if I was to achieve my 
personal goals. At the same time, I would be facilitating the group to achieve its goal. This meant that the 
group’s goals and my personal research goals would need to be treated separately going forward. 
The goals the group had identified for the fourth research cycle—Semester Two, 2011—were: 
 Develop a teaching philosophy encompassing values, knowledge and development of skills to 
support integrative education. 
 Observe and document examples of best practice in a manner that could be helpful for both 
our personal use and development, as well as an effective tool for communicating our 
approach. 
 Explore ways to transform the curriculum. 
 Use our community of practice experience to structure an integrative approach in terms of 
the academic structure. This goal had been diagrammatically presented as:  
qualifications  programmes  modules  outcomes  how to assess  how to teach 
These goals were broad, long-term goals. The actual intention of the goals needed clarification. However, 
when I asked the group for further input, and to set their own personal goals within these broad concepts, 
it seemed wiser to leave the goals as presented. This was because all four broad goals were necessary to 
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include the varied range of individual’s personal goals. The personal goals were either very specific, fitting 
into only one group goal, or very open (Table 5.1).  
It was not likely that the group goals would be achieved within this fourth research cycle. I encouraged the 
group to understand that the work of the semester would contribute towards the goals, and help to clarify 
and define the terms they encompassed, but would not necessarily fully achieve the goals. 
Group Member Personal Goals for Fourth Research Cycle 
Alice Work on a more integrated approach in teaching/learning/facilitating/practising for 
students and myself. 
Catherine 1. Develop my personal teaching philosophy incorporating the first group goal. 
2. Evaluate/assess/reflect on this philosophy in terms of practice in the context of 
presenting WREU411 this semester. 
3. Collect/compile examples of “best practice” in terms of purpose, ILO, method and 
reflection in the context of WREU411. 
Elizabeth  Integrate “values” into the teaching of PFEM102 
 Use this as a platform for a future research project. 
Prometheus  To find the right balance, methods and approach to teach my modules in an 
integrative way, developing the whole student. 
 To be more organised. 
 To be much less of a procrastinator. 
 To dream bigger and better dreams. 
Porky  To be there for one’s students, as a person who is approachable to students, a 
person of whom students are not afraid or shy to ask if they have problems with 
the course. 
 Put more “space” in my lectures — make it more interesting and passionate as a 
whole (inspiring). 
Retha  Plan to teach to the microcosm in WRFC.  I am planning to learn as much as 
possible about how to do this.  The fact that I want to do this in a big class 
complicates matters, but that will be my challenge.  I will read everything I can 
find on this topic. 
 Reflections – I am making time in my calendar for this, so I must just keep to it. 
Sherry 1. Observe, observe, observe. 
2. Maintain contact (continuity) while on sabbatical. 
3. Get ideas!!! (Steal them if I have to.) 
4. Think of SoT&L project for 2012, for research output opportunity (integrated 
learning). 
Yevgeny Goal: Discover ways to encourage vulnerability and creativity into the classroom 
Table 5.1 Personal Goals of TLC Members, Semester Two, 2011 
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During the research cycle’s start-up workshop, I suggested that the group should consider renaming our 
community of practice. I thought this would be a way to separate my personal research from the activities 
of the group, as well as to create a stronger sense of ownership and commitment amongst the members. 
The group members liked this idea, and decided to rename the group as The Learning Community; TLC for 
short. This name would include the two main aspects of our research:  
 We were engaged in an enquiry to improve learning: both our students’ learning and our own 
learning about our practice; and 
 We had created, and aimed to continue developing, a strong community for sharing ideas and 
knowledge. 
The new name, The Learning Community, was broader than the original concept, as it was not limited to 
any specific discipline or mode of teaching, which the original Computing Studio had suggested. The name 
was shortened to the acronym TLC, and referred to as “the TLC” or “the TLC community of practice”. 
I created a new group identity, or logo, for the TLC (Figure 5.1), which added figures to the Learning 
System Model, that had formed the basis of the Computing Studio group identity. I had used the logo on 
all the documentation and presentations during previous research cycles. The addition of the figures was 
intended to emphasise the importance of the relationships of the people within the community of 
practice and learning environment. 
 
Figure 5.1 The Learning Community Logo 
5.2 Plan of Action 
My dual role in the TLC would be more explicitly defined and acknowledged for this fourth research cycle, 
than I had previously done. I would continue to be facilitator-participant, and to lead the group in our 
enquiry into integrative education. For the first time, I would clearly distinguish between my personal 
research and the goals and activities of the group. In my personal research, I would assume an observer 
role, as “Leda the PhD student”. 
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My personal research plan for the semester was focused on my own activities, and not those of the group 
as a whole. In previous cycles, my plan had been the same as the action plan for the whole group. Group 
activities such as weekly community of practice sessions and workshops were part of my action plan, as I 
would be participating in these in my dual role. However, activities that I had previously included in my 
action plan, such as module feedback or activities aimed at developing reflective practice, were now up to 
the group to determine. While I would still include them in my facilitation of the group, these type of 
activities did not belong in my personal research plan of action for this fourth research cycle (Tables 5.2a, 
5.2b, 5.2c and 5.2d).  
1. Start-up session. Description 
 Confirm group goals. 
 Identify personal goals. 
 Set ground rules. 
 Decide on format of weekly sessions. 
 Decide on other activities such as specific workshops and whether or 
not to work in small groups. 
 Plan assessment of goals. 
Relationship to Goals/Issues 
The start-up session was intended to begin making the implicit 
understanding of the group process explicit, and accessible to all group 
members. 
Ground rules, goals and community of practice structure, developed with 
the input of the whole group, could lead to a greater sense of ownership of 
the project. 
2. Clear separation 
between Leda the 
PhD student and Leda 
the group facilitator. 
Description 
Each of the two roles had different goals and activities. 
Relationship to Goals/Issues 
This would enable me to differentiate between what I needed to do in my 
role as group facilitator-participant and what was required for my personal 
research. 
3. Personas. Description 
Ask each group member to write a persona for themselves that could be 
used in my thesis report. 
Relationship to Goals/Issues 
This would allow me to maintain group members’ anonymity, while at the 
same time writing in the style that my methodology required, referring to 
specific events and people. 
Table 5.2a Plan of Action for Fourth Research Cycle: Semester Two, 2011 
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4. Community of 
practice. 
Description 
Hold weekly community of practice sessions. These would use integrative 
education methods as much as possible, to enable the community of 
practice to gain experience of these methods, and try out ideas for use 
within our own teaching. 
My personal reflections and field notes would record what happens. I would 
also request reflections on events from as many group members as would 
be willing to provide them. 
Relationship to Goals/Issues 
The weekly sessions were fundamental to the existence of the community of 
practice. I would identify the process of creating and maintaining the space 
within which the community of practice was operating by observing and 
analysing the events of the weekly sessions. This would contribute towards 
an understanding of all the issues I had identified as being important for this 
cycle. 
5. Workshops. Description 
Hold two-hour workshops, throughout the semester. These would cover 
topics viewed by the group to be a priority. 
I would also try out methods recommended by the theory in designing these 
workshops. 
Relationship to Goals/Issues 
Workshops were important in contributing to the learning and development 
of individuals within the community of practice.  I would identify the process 
of creating and maintaining the space within which the community of 
practice was operating by observing and analysing the events of the weekly 
sessions. This would contribute towards an understanding of all the issues I 
had identified as being important for this cycle. 
Table 5.2b Plan of Action for Fourth Research Cycle: Semester Two, 2011 
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6. Individual “long” 
interviews with each 
active member. 
Description 
I would arrange these interviews to be towards the end of August or early 
September. These interviews would be informal, but I would have a clear set 
of questions to ask, and would record the interviews. The interviews would 
provide a primary source of data. 
The interviews would take place before the end of the semester for two 
reasons: 1) in order to get data to be able to use and complete my write-up 
by December; and 2) to find out how things were progressing and make 
adjustments where necessary. 
Relationship to Goals/Issues 
I would identify the process of creating and maintaining the space within 
which the community of practice was operating by analysing the interviews. 
This would contribute towards an understanding of all the issues I had 
identified as being important for this cycle.  
The data obtained during the interviews will provide concrete evidence of 
my living theory from perspectives other than my own. 
7. Reflective Practice. Description 
I would continue writing my reflections on the personal blog web site I had 
set up during the third research cycle.  
My blog site reflections were personal, and I did not share them with the 
community of practice group as a whole. I wanted to record my authentic 
reactions and feelings about the events that occurred within the community 
of practice in a way that would enable me to analyse how they related to my 
personal values. My blog site was shared with my two PhD promoters. I 
placed an edited, public version of my reflections of the community of 
practice SharePoint site. 
Relationship to Goals 
Concrete, written reflections would provide evidence of my practice, both 
for my PhD thesis, and to be able to analyse in order to understand, and be 
able to document, the process within the community of practice. 
My personal reflections were different to the public versions. However, I 
viewed this as maintaining my integrity, rather than the opposite. My role as 
facilitator of the community of practice was to protect the safety of the 
space for all participants, while at the same time recognising and learning 
from my own vulnerability. Sharing my personal reflections would have 
compromised this integrity, as my personal interpretation and opinions, 
taken out of context, could have increased the vulnerability of others in the 
group.  
Table 5.2c Plan of Action for Fourth Research Cycle: Semester Two, 2011 
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8. Assessment. Description 
Carry out the plan, agreed to by the group during the start-up session, for 
assessing achievement towards both group and personal goals. 
Relationship to Goals/Issues 
Objective assessment of goals would help to identify both group and 
individual progress during the semester. 
9. Workshop to validate 
findings. 
Description 
Hold a workshop with research group to present and validate my 
interpretation of the data, and findings of my research. 
Relationship to Goals/Issues 
Validate my interpretation of the group process—my living theory—in line 
with action research methodology. 
Table 5.2d Plan of Action for Fourth Research Cycle: Semester Two, 2011 
5.3 Nature of the TLC Journey 
The activities and events of the fourth research cycle led to me having a clearer understanding of how the 
TLC had developed. I gained insight into the development of the community of practice, as well as the 
impact individual’s progress in their personal journeys had on the development of the group. 
Section 5.3.1 provides an overview of the theory relating to group development. How the theory applies 
to the TLC specifically, is discussed in Section 5.3.2. 
5.3.1 Theoretical Context  
The action research process requires the researcher to review literature when it becomes relevant, in 
order to challenge or validate findings (Section 2.1). I had identified aspects of the TLC development 
process that related to Palmer’s concept of a movement approach (Section 4.4.2.1). I wanted to 
determine if there were other theories of group development that could help me to understand the 
group’s progress to this point, and what to expect in the future. 
The TLC community of practice consisted of between eight and eleven core members at different times 
during the four research cycles. A group of up to twelve people is considered to be a small group 
(McNamara 2011) A group of more than twelve people increases in complexity, and has requirements 
similar to those of an entire organization. The TLC, apart from the first weeks of the third research cycle, 
consisted of no more than twelve people, and can therefore be considered to be a small group. I found 
that the stages of the TLC journey through the four cycles could be related to existing theoretical concepts 
of small group development. 
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The theoretical concepts that were applicable to the TLC development process include: small group 
development (Section 5.3.1.1); the movement approach (Section 5.3.1.2); four fundamental aspects of the 
Computing Studio teaching method: learning-by-experience, constant questioning, reflective practice, and 
making the implicit explicit (Section 1.1.2 and Section 5.3.1.3); and the impact of the personalities and 
backgrounds of the academics participating in the community of practice (Section 5.3.1.4). 
5.3.1.1 Small Group Development 
Small groups are described as formal, or informal (Department of Innovation 2011). A formal group is 
typically constituted to fulfil a particular task, with members of the group selected for their ability to 
contribute to the task. Informal groups tend to emerge on their own, in response to the members’ own 
needs or interests. The TLC would be classified as an informal group, because participation in the group 
was entirely voluntary. Members joined the TLC for their own benefit. The goals of the community of 
practice were set in accordance with the needs and interests of the members, not to fulfil a goal that had 
been imposed by the organization. 
A group is “initially a collection of personalities with different characteristics, needs, and influences. To be 
effective, these individuals must spend time acclimatizing themselves to their environment, the task, and 
each other” (Department of Innovation 2011). Because of the diverse nature of individuals making up a 
group, it is necessary for a group to develop ways of working together and understanding and 
accommodating each other’s needs, over a period of time, in a process of group development.  
The earliest, and most widely referenced model for the process of small group development is Tuckman’s 
model (Larcher 2007). The Tuckman model is a simple, linear five stage model (Tuckman 1965; Zainzinger 
2010). Other models go through similar stages (Table 5.3).  
The five stages of Tuckman’s model are (Tuckman 1965; Larcher 2007; Small Group Communication 2011; 
CEO: Creating Excellent Organizations 2011): 
1. Forming. This is an introductory stage in which the group members get to know each other 
and understand the task or purpose of the group. 
2. Storming. Group members are more comfortable with each other; however conflict emerges 
as members question authority and functions within the group. Some members 
dominate the group, while others remain silent. 
3. Norming. The group establishes rules about how they will communicate and work together, 
as they realise this is necessary to achieve their goals. There is sense of cohesion 
and trust within the group. 
4. Performing. Individual and group needs are united, and the goal is achieved through problem 
solving, productivity and support. Group members work independently, in 
subgroups, or within the whole group. Not all groups reach this stage. 
5. Adjourning. The group disengages as the project ends. A planned ending will include 
acknowledgment of participation and recognition of achievement. 
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The Tubbs Small Group Development Theory and Fisher’s Small Group Development each have four stages 
that are equivalent to the first four stages of Tuckman’s model (Small Group Communication 2011). 
Neither include a specific adjournment stage.  
The two other models in Table 5.3, Jones’s and Poole’s models (Larcher 2007), include aspects other than 
linear sequence. 
Tuckman Tubbs Fisher Jones Poole 
1. Forming 
2. Storming 
3. Norming 
4. Performing 
5. Adjourning 
1. Orientation 
2. Conflict 
3. Consensus 
4. Closure 
1. Orientation 
2. Conflict 
3. Emergence 
4. Reinforcement 
1. Immature group 
2. Fragmented group 
3. Sharing group 
4. Effective team 
5. Team synergy 
1. Task track 
2. Topic track 
3. Relation track 
4. Breakpoints 
 
Table 5.3 Comparison of Group Development Models (Larcher 2007; Small Group Communication 2011) 
The Jones model (Larcher 2007) has five linear stages: 1. Immature group; 2. Fragmented group; 3. Sharing 
group; 4. Effective team; and 5. Team synergy. These are similar to the first four stages described by 
Tuckman’s model, with Jones’ fourth and fifth stage being equivalent to Tuckman’s Performing stage. 
However, Jones also includes a matrix of task behaviours and process behaviours. The task behaviours 
relate to ways of getting things done; the process behaviours are about interactions between group 
members. The matrix of behaviours can be used to determine the appropriate type of activity for the 
group at any given stage.  
Poole’s model (Small Group Communication 2011) does not show a linear sequence. This model has three 
tracks, with breakpoints occurring as the group switches between tracks. Breakpoints can be in the form 
of a change in the conversation, an adjournment, or a postponement. The three tracks are: 
Task. The task track is concerned with the process the group follows to achieve its goals. 
Topic. The  topic track relates to the specific item under discussion. 
Relation. The relation track deals with the relationships between the group members. 
Poole’s model shows how a group may, for example, stop work on a specific task to address issues 
between group members, or relationships. It may then resume with the same task, or a new task or topic. 
Table 5.4 adapts the work of Larcher (2007) to show typical indicators of these four stages, and how the 
stages of different models relate to each other. Attributes of the four typical stages in small group 
development could be recognised during the cycles of the TLC process. However, the stages did not occur 
in an entirely linear progression. 
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First Stage 
Getting to know each other 
and what the group is about. 
Second Stage 
A divergence phase where 
status and ideas are 
questioned. 
Third Stage 
Group starts to feel like a 
“whole”, understanding how 
things will be done.  
Fourth Stage 
Group identity is high, and 
there is interdependence and 
flexibility. 
Forming (Tuckman) 
Orientation (Tubbs & Fisher) 
Immature Group (Jones) 
Storming (Tuckman) 
Conflict (Tubbs & Fisher) 
Fragmented Group (Jones) 
Norming (Tuckman) 
Consensus (Tubbs) 
Emergence (Fisher) 
Sharing Group (Jones) 
Performing (Tuckman) 
Effective Team (Jones) 
 Unclear objectives 
 Uninvolvement 
 Uncommitted 
 One-way 
communication 
 Confusion 
 Low morale 
 Hidden feelings 
 Poor listening 
 Lack of cohesion 
 Subjectivity 
 Hidden agendas 
 Conflicts 
 Confrontation 
 Volatility 
 Resentment, anger 
 Inconsistency 
 Failure 
 Questioning 
performance 
 Reviewing/clarifying 
objectives 
 Changing/confirming 
roles 
 Opening risky issues 
 Assertiveness 
 Listening 
 Testing new ground 
 Identifying and building 
on strengths and 
weaknesses 
 Creativity 
 Initiative 
 Flexibility 
 Open relationships 
 Pride 
 Concern for people 
 Learning 
 Confidence 
 High morale 
 Success 
Table 5.4 Typical Indicators of the Four Main Stages after Larcher (2007) 
Recent research suggests that the linear models of small group development are too simplistic (Zainzinger 
2010). The stages describe the underlying structure of the development process, but do not account for 
factors that, in reality, make the process more complex. These factors include time, individual 
backgrounds, differences in culture, results and feedback, and the nature of the leadership provided. 
5.3.1.2 The Movement Approach 
The movement approach describes the type of process that occurs when an individual or small group 
decides to make changes without waiting for an organization to institute the changes they desire (Palmer 
1992). Change is effected gradually as the group develops momentum. Individuals join the group at 
different times, and each person will be at their own personal point, or phase of the journey towards 
change, within the overall group process. 
Section 4.4.2.1 describes the concept of the movement approach in greater detail. 
There are four phases of a movement. The four phases overlap, and can be summarised as: 
Phase One: Individuals decide to act on their values, which are not being fulfilled. 
Phase Two: Individuals form groups for mutual support. 
Phase Three:  Individuals are empowered by the support of the group and share problems and ideas. 
Phase Four: Individuals are sustained by the group, and start to find unconventional rewards. 
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The different phases of individual development appeared to impact the overall development of the TLC 
group as a whole (Section 5.3.2). It is possible that the non-linear nature of the development of the group, 
and the reason that the group as a whole moved backwards and forwards between stages as the project 
progressed, could be attributed to the differences between whole group and individual progress. 
5.3.1.3 Fundamental Aspects of the Computing Studio Teaching Method 
Four concepts fundamental to the Computing Studio teaching method were an implicit part of the TLC 
development process. At different stages in the cycles, I attempted to make these concepts more explicit, 
so that group members could use them in their own learning. 
The concepts, discussed in other sections of this report, are summarised here. 
 Reflective practice (Section 1.1.2 and Section 3.2.3.2).   
Reflective practice is the process in which a practitioner thinks critically and analytically about 
actions that have been carried out intuitively, or with tacit knowledge. The practitioner then 
uses what he has learnt from the analysis, and applies the new knowledge to similar 
circumstances in the future. 
 Learning-by-experience (Section 1.1.2).   
Learning-by-experience is an experiential approach to teaching and learning. New concepts 
are learnt by experience, rather than by analysing and studying the theoretical concepts. This 
is achieved through activities and assignments that are designed so that the theoretical 
concepts must be applied in order to complete the task. In this way, there is an active 
experience of the concept, which leads to an understanding that goes beyond reading about 
the concept. 
 Constant questioning (Section 1.1.2 and Section 7.4).   
Constant questioning can take different forms. It is a process whereby the participants must 
explain and defend choices: methods, processes, solutions, and implementation, describing 
how they fit with the proposed solution and convincing both lecturer and peers of their 
suitability. Questioning can be structured in a formal, rigid way, or be more informal. The TLC 
encourages questions to be open and honest.  
 Making the implicit explicit (Section 1.1.2 and Section 7.5).   
Making the implicit explicit refers to the practice of identifying concepts that are not 
consciously expressed, or are implicitly understood. These implicit concepts are then 
explained and described to make them explicit. Explicit knowledge can be consciously applied 
in new circumstances, with specific intentions.  
Making the implicit explicit is one of my personal educational values, and underlies not only 
the Computing Studio teaching method, but this entire research project and thesis report. 
5.3.1.4 Impact of Personalities and Backgrounds 
I had observed from the start of the research project how each of the academics involved encountered 
their own set of challenges in implementing the Computing Studio teaching methods (Section 3.2.4.2). The 
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differences in personalities also impacted the way in which the different academics participated in the TLC 
sessions, throughout the four research cycles. 
The academics within the TLC community of practice are all Science faculty academics. I am the only 
participant in the group without a primary qualification in either Computing Sciences or Mathematics. 
Scientists are traditionally positivists, and convergent thinkers. 
Convergent thinking is the logical, traditional, or reductive, type of thinking that is core to scientific 
processes (Fry 2006). It is the ability to use logical and evaluative thinking to identify criteria or ideas that 
will lead to the best solution to a given problem. This type of thinking emphasizes speed, accuracy and 
logic. It focuses on recognizing the familiar and applying it to the current problem.  
Scientists typically base their research and thinking on a reductionist paradigm (Stolterman 2008). The 
intention of a reductionist method is to formulate universal knowledge that explains the essential 
complexities of reality in a way that is removed from any specific or particular context. The goal of science, 
seen from this perspective, is to reach an absolute truth. This is an essentially positivist paradigm. 
Within a positivist paradigm, objective facts are regarded as the truth, with subjective feelings considered 
to be inferior, out-of-place, and even dangerous (Section 4.4.2.2). An individual’s personal beliefs and 
subjective ideas, or his “inner truth”, have little credibility or value. 
The concept of competitive individualism (Section 4.4.2.2) relates to the positivist paradigm of the 
Academy. Within the hierarchical structure of the Academy, senior academics have progressed by 
showing their understanding of the scientific truth and methods. Therefore, the perception is that the 
senior staff know the “right” answers, content and process. Senior academics tend to impose their 
viewpoints on group discussions, and dominate proceedings. Junior academics, even when disagreeing 
with what is being discussed, often remain silent. 
The TLC research group is grounded in a constructivist paradigm (Section 2.2.1). A constructivist paradigm 
allows for the co-existence of multiple realities, or different truths. The traditional positivist perspective 
with which the majority of the TLC group were familiar, is therefore in direct conflict with the paradigm of 
the TLC group’s discussions. The multiple realities overlap, allowing the group to make shared progress. 
The results of personality testing explain interactions within groups from a different perspective, but 
leading to interactions similar to those explained by the idea of competitive individualism. Dominant 
personalities impose their ideas on the group, and the quieter participants avoid conflict by not taking 
part in the discussion. 
Personality testing showed that the majority of the TLC group in the second research cycle were strongly 
oriented towards typically scientific ways of thinking (Section 3.3.3.2). The scientific nature of the 
personalities of the TLC group members led to needs and types of interactions specific to a conflict 
between the traditional positivist paradigm and the constructivist, creative outlook of the Computing 
Studio teaching method, and myself as the facilitator. 
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A community of practice consisting of academics within less scientifically-oriented disciplines would be 
likely to demonstrate different interactions. Snow (1959) was the first to refer to the “two cultures” as a 
way of explaining the differences between academics in the sciences and those in the humanities. The fact 
that the debate is still continuing, seems to indicate that, although different authors have contradictory 
viewpoints, the difference between the two disciplines does exist. The differences in the disciplines 
include (Illnerova 2004): 
 Subject matter in science tends be more concrete than the more abstract content of the 
humanities. 
 The language of the humanities is usually more understandable to the lay public than the 
language and terminology that is specific to any particular branch of science. 
 Academics in the science disciplines prove their credibility by true, repeatable results of 
experiments, observation, calculation and modelling; whereas academics in the humanities 
must show their credibility by their wording, expression and interpretation of their own logical 
thinking. 
 In science, the researcher is external to the reality he is studying. In the humanities the 
distance between the researcher and the object of his enquiry is much less. 
It would be quite logical to conclude that these differences in the disciplines would require different 
thought processes, and therefore it would be likely that a community of practice consisting of academics 
within the humanities would demonstrate different behaviour to that of the science academics within the 
TLC. However, testing this theory would need to be the subject of future research. The contribution of this 
study is not to compare communities of practice within different disciplines; but to better understand the 
workings of a community of practice within a science discipline. 
5.3.2 Development of the TLC Community of Practice 
This section discusses the manner in which the theoretical concepts described in Section 5.3 relate to the 
development of the TLC community of practice. The discussion is presented in terms of the four research 
cycles in the action research process. The four main concepts are: typical attributes of the stages of small 
group development; phases of individual development in terms of the movement approach; aspects of 
the Computing Studio teaching method; and the impact of personalities and backgrounds. 
5.3.2.1 First Research Cycle: Semester One, 2010 
The TLC began its journey at the start of the first research cycle—Semester One, 2010—as a small group of 
ten academics, then known as the Computing Studio. 
The group was in the first stage of the small group development process, although individuals within the 
group were at different phases in their personal journey of exploring the Computing Studio teaching 
method (Section 4.4.2.1). The different phases of individual development appeared to impact the 
development of the group as a whole. There were attributes of the first, second and third stages of small 
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group development present at different times during the first research cycle, as the group did not 
progress in a linear way from the different stages.  
In the first few weeks of the first research cycle, the group demonstrated typical attributes of the first 
stage of small group development. Examples include having unclear objectives, lack of complete 
involvement or commitment, one-way communication and poor listening. It was especially noticeable to 
me, as the group facilitator, that there was lack of committed engagement. This was evidenced by most of 
the group members not doing the work that we had agreed upon between sessions (Section 3.2.3). 
Members tended to rely on me to tell them what to do, almost expecting me to “teach” them about the 
Computing Studio approach. Most of the conversations and group discussions involved the academics 
who had participated in the earlier case study explaining how they went about applying the Computing 
Studio methods. Group members wanted concrete suggestions and examples of how to teach using 
Computing Studio methods, rather than being willing to try out the ideas in their own ways. 
At the start of the research project, I had communicated my intention of introducing Computing Studio 
teaching methods into the group sessions wherever possible. This was to provide the academics with the 
opportunity of learning about the methods by experiencing them in a practical way.  
Although I had a clear intention and plan for each of the weekly community of practice sessions, I did not, 
at this stage of the process, declare this to the group, and did not follow a formal structure during 
sessions. I neglected to make my implicit intentions and facilitation methods explicit, and thereby visible 
to the group. Therefore, although I was attempting to model the Computing Studio methods in the 
community of practice sessions, I was not entirely successful.  
One group member told me later that she had no memory of any communication from me about using 
the teaching methods within the sessions (van der Post 2011a). This, despite the fact that I discussed it at 
the start of every research cycle. On reflection, I realised that it was the lack of explicit communication 
about the methods I was using, combined with the particular group member’s superficial level of 
commitment (Table 4.2), which meant she missed sessions and often came late, so might not have been 
present when I discussed using the teaching methods in sessions. 
Experiencing the methods was not enough for group members to learn about them. To create an 
awareness that I was in fact using Computing Studio teaching methods, I should have drawn attention to 
the interactions that related to specific methods. I eventually learnt from this, and began being more 
explicit in the fourth research cycle. Learning-by-experience is therefore more than having the experience. 
It involves knowing about the theory, having the experience, and then reflecting on how the experience 
relates to the theory.  
The conflict that is typical of the second stage of small group development occurred early in the first 
research cycle. The first significant incident of conflict was during the third weekly community of practice 
session. There was a confrontation about an example of assessment that one group member, Catherine, 
had brought for discussion, between Catherine and another member, Annie. I had to intervene to restore 
composure (Section 3.2.3.3). The two group members were at different phases of their individual journey 
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towards change. Annie had been investigating her teaching practice for many years, although this was the 
first time she had a supportive group with whom to work. She was likely at the second phase of her 
personal journey (Section 4.4.2.1). Catherine was only beginning to investigate change, and was a senior 
academic, strongly grounded in the competitive individualist paradigm (Section 4.4.2.2). 
The other group members exhibited typical second stage reactions, remaining silent during the 
confrontation and saying very little at the conclusion of the session. 
After reflecting on what had happened, I introduced a more structured approach into the weekly sessions. 
The new approach was decided upon with the input of the whole group during the next weekly session. 
The new approach included (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010): 
 Group members were asked to set personal goals for their participation in the group. 
 Sessions would begin with two people having the opportunity to discuss what they had been 
doing in their practice. I would ask for volunteers before the session, so the two group 
members would come to the session being prepared to share their experience. 
 A general group discussion would follow. The topic could have already been decided, or could 
follow from what had just been discussed—this was left to be flexible. 
 I would set up a SharePoint site to be used to store resources and documentation relating to 
our discussions and activities. 
 We would refer to the Learning System Model, displayed as a poster, during our sessions. This 
was to help provide a structure for our experience and learning.  
This led to the establishment of an atmosphere of collaborative learning and sharing of ideas, during the 
remainder of the cycle, which was more typical of the third stage of group development. 
One of the two group members involved in the conflict that took place in the third session, Catherine, 
attended irregularly for the rest of the research cycle. When she was present, the collaborative 
atmosphere that had developed was noticeably absent. 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
Catherine was not the only person in the group who attended community of practice sessions irregularly. 
Jacques and James also came intermittently, and then stopped coming completely towards the end of the 
semester. As Jacques said: 
“…that’s my experience in the first semester is that if you don’t attend every time, 
you try to, but you miss out, on what happened in the previous meeting, and it 
sort of takes time to put them all together again. Where this semester by 
attending all of them I actually  you keep up-to-date and you know what’s been 
said.”  
http://youtu.be/sCXMLmG9hik   (Appendix C: 11-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
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Hence my conclusion that the development process of the whole group was affected by the presence of 
members who attended irregularly, and failed to catch up on what they had missed, before attending 
again. If the core members missed a session, they would talk to those who had been present to find out 
what had taken place in the session. When attending the next session, they would wait to make sure they 
knew what was going on before contributing their viewpoint. However, the other members who had 
missed sessions made no effort to catch up, and seemed to expect to be brought up to date during the 
next session they did attend (van der Post 2010a). 
Group members who attended irregularly missed out on activities that helped to develop trust and 
understanding amongst the group. They had not participated in all aspects of the group’s journey, and 
therefore hindered the group’s development. The group was hindered by having to waste time in the 
sessions for me to go over concepts that had already been discussed in previous sessions. As well as this, 
the group members who did not attend regularly did not progress in their personal journeys to the same 
extent as the core group members. Their behaviour also negatively impacted the sense of cohesion and 
trust that was developing within the group as a whole, thus preventing the group from moving forward to 
be fully in the third stage of group development. 
Another aspect of the group process typical of the second stage of the small group development process 
that occurred during the first research cycle, was the tendency for a few people to consistently complete 
the work that had been agreed upon (Section 3.2.3.3). The members who most consistently engaged with 
the tasks that had been agreed upon were the academics that had participated in the earlier case study—
Prometheus, Alice, Retha and myself. They were further on their personal journeys of exploring practice 
than the others in the group (Section 4.4.2.1). This corresponds with the concept of the movement 
approach, in which individuals are at different phases of their personal journey. These academics were 
also more familiar with the Computing Studio concept of learning-by-experience, understanding that the 
best way to learn and develop would be to actually try things out for themselves, not just discuss ideas 
(Section 1.1.2). 
5.3.2.2 Second Research Cycle: Semester Two, 2010 
During the second research cycle—Semester Two, 2010—as in the first cycle, there were attributes of the 
first, second and third stages of small group development present at different times. 
Aspects of the first stage of small group development were exhibited by the lack of delivery on some of 
the agreed tasks, and the planning of sessions was left to me as the group facilitator (Section 3.3.3.3). 
However, the group did begin to make suggestions for topics, and to provide input on content. The group 
avoided certain tasks that could have been perceived as threatening, although they embraced others that, 
while threatening, offered insight. 
The plan of investigating and changing assessment practice, was not followed up. It would have required 
the academics to carefully and honestly review their assessment methods, and share their practice with 
their colleagues. This would have put them at risk of being criticised and judged. It was too threatening for 
most of the group members to engage with at this point. 
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In contrast, the very personal values and brain profiling activities were enthusiastically embraced. The 
results of these activities were potentially challenging, and intimidating. The risk of criticism or judgement, 
however, was minimised because of the agreement that individuals could share as much, or as little, of 
the results of the profile as they wished. 
The willingness to explore risky issues is typical of the third stage of small group development. The choice 
of which issues to engage with and which to avoid could relate to individuals’ personal journeys, as much 
as the development of the whole group. 
There was intermittent conflict and challenging of the purpose of the group throughout the second 
research cycle, which was indicative of the second stage of small group development. As in the first cycle, 
the conflict and challenging was only present when the group members whom I categorise as competitive 
individualists (Section 4.4.2.2), and who continued the pattern of irregular attendance, were present at 
the community of practice sessions. 
The core group moved quickly towards the third stage of small group development during the second 
research cycle, developing trust, openness and a willingness to explore deeper issues, both personal and 
practice-related. The main activities that contributed to this development were the values and education 
philosophy workshops, and the brain profiling process. The core group members had progressed on their 
personal journeys to the third phase of the movement approach by the end of the second research cycle. 
This was indicated by group members’ acknowledgment that the community of practice was a safe space 
for them to discuss and share their experiences, and their appreciation of the support offered by the 
group. 
 
 (Email communications of Computing Studio research group 2010) 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
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5.3.2.3 Third Research Cycle: Semester One, 2011 
At the start of research cycle three—Semester One, 2011—ten new members joined the group. Two of 
these had participated briefly at the start of earlier research cycles; two were new members from the 
Department of Computing Sciences; and there were six new members from the Department of 
Mathematics. 
The addition of these new members had a noticeable impact on the progress of the group towards 
achieving our goals. The new members were mostly at the start of their personal journeys 
(Section 4.4.2.1). The group had doubled in size, and the introduction of the newcomers meant that it was 
essentially a new group, and no longer one that had progressed to the third stage of small group 
development. In addition to being a new group, the group had expanded to be a large group, with twenty 
members present at the start of the cycle. 
I did not initially realise the implications of the change in the composition and size of the group. I 
continued running weekly community of practice sessions as if the new members would participate in 
group activities in the same way as the original group. I realised my error after the first three weeks, and 
made changes to address issues that had arisen and to move the group as a whole forward. 
The group, overall, moved back to stage two of the small group development process during this time, 
although the new members were still dealing with first stage issues. The atmosphere of trust and 
openness was no longer present in the whole group. The community of practice met at two separate 
times, due to the size of the group and the inability to find a time that was suitable to everyone 
(Section 4.4.1).  
The first, larger group included the majority of the original group members, and fewer competitive 
individualists. This group functioned more like the group of the previous cycle, and soon began exhibiting 
attributes of the third stage (van der Post 2011a). Two specific examples of this were Retha demonstrating 
a new confidence by speaking up where she would previously have remained silent; and new members 
sharing very personal aspects of themselves during the values discussions. 
 
 (van der Post 2011a) 
The second, smaller group, was made up almost exclusively of new members and non-core original group 
members. These non-core original members were also strongly biased towards the competitive 
individualist paradigm. This smaller group moved quickly into the conflict and tension that is typical of 
stage two. For  example, during the values discussions, the senior academics in this group were noticeably 
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uncomfortable about considering personal values as being part of their work practice. Quite often during 
sessions, Sherry would disrupt the meeting by starting unrelated conversations which I would classify as 
idle chatter. I found it difficult to end these conversations and refocus the group without being rude. With 
the limited time available, I found this very disruptive. 
Lack of reflective practice also slowed the development of the group. The value of reflective practice, for 
each individual within the group, would be to help us to learn from our experiences, and so make changes 
to our practice. We could then learn from our reflections on the changes, and so on in a continuous cycle. 
It was important for each of us to reflect on what happened in the community of practice sessions, as well 
as in our teaching practice. However, after the first four weeks, Alice and I appeared to be the only two 
academics actually carrying out regular reflective practice. 
After trying unsuccessfully to make progress with the second group for six weeks, I decided to merge the 
groups back into one, large group. Four members had stopped coming, which reduced the numbers 
slightly. There were now only two members not able to come during a  Wednesday lunch break; one 
rearranged her schedule in order to attend, and the second decided that she would rather focus on her 
other commitments and rejoin the community of practice at the start of the next research cycle. 
I introduced an explicit structure to the weekly sessions that followed, and included activities specifically 
designed to develop understanding and trust between the group members. Once again, the one member 
who had generated conflict from the start of the project, Catherine, began attending less and less. Three 
other members also stopped attending, so the group was only twelve members, or once again a small 
group. 
The group quickly moved forward, returning to a space that was perceived to be safe. 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Third Cycle 2011) 
5.3.2.4 Fourth Research Cycle: Semester Two, 2011 
The group was at the third stage of small group development as the fourth research cycle—Semester Two, 
2011—began. The core group members were at either phase three or phase four of their personal 
journeys. Catherine appeared to have progressed on her own journey to a point where she was 
committed to attending regularly. During the entire fourth research cycle, she only missed a session if she 
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was away at a conference or workshop. However, her dominant personality and competitive individualist 
outlook still led to friction and conflict. After the first two weeks of the semester, the influence of her 
personality was so strong, that the group was once again feeling threatened, and the atmosphere of trust 
and openness was threatened. 
“One thing people have to do is to check their ego at the door, and for some 
people that is a lot harder than others… If too confrontational I wouldn’t want to 
be here.”  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Fourth Cycle 2011) 
The group had together, at the start of the research cycle, established group norms and an explicit 
understanding of how the group should function—clear stage three attributes. However, the members 
had not progressed to a point where they would support me, or intervene themselves, to manage 
Catherine’s dominant and didactic behaviour. 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 2010) 
”Conflict… and by now I should actually learn to, kind of, support you, supposedly 
than rather shut off, but I do still shut off.”  
http://youtu.be/JEyYGdweLOk   (Appendix C: 12-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
The group was moving back into stage two behaviour as a result of incidents in which Catherine 
dominated discussions, forcefully stating her position, and criticizing comments made by other group 
members. I  was faced with the choice of either asking Catherine to leave the group, or finding a way to 
move through the conflict and continue the group’s progress. I had not handled the conflict very well in 
these first sessions. 
 
 (van der Post 2011a) 
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In previous cycles, when faced with this particular group member’s confrontational behaviour, I had 
decided against asking her to leave, as I had believed there would be more value, both for her personally 
and for the whole group, if she could find her way to grow and develop within the group. She was a 
senior, respected academic, and her support had already brought credibility to the work of the community 
of practice. If, with the group’s help, implicit or explicit, I could manage to continue to include her, I 
believed I would also learn more about group process and the dynamics of the different personalities. 
I concluded, for the same reasons as before, during the fourth research cycle, that it would be more 
beneficial to try and find a way forward that included Catherine, rather than excluding her from the 
community of practice. 
To this end, I introduced a very rigid method of holding discussions, based on Palmer’s (2004) “questions-
only rule”. For three weeks, I designed the weekly group sessions using methods that were intended to 
make sure the dominant personalities could not talk much, and to encourage, even force, the quieter ones 
to speak up. These methods were three variations I had devised on the questions-only rule, enforcing 
group members to speak only when it was their turn, and to phrase their words in a particular way.  
This resulted in artificial, forced interactions, which lacked the spontaneity and fun of previous sessions. 
However, there was also no conflict. 
 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Fourth Cycle 2011) 
“To me that was very, very interesting, and I wouldn’t mind if we do it every now 
and again. Well, personally I didn’t  it didn’t bother me that it carried on for 
three or however many weeks, because… Some people found it very restrictive, 
and I, I found it amusing, as I said. But also to a certain extent, relaxing. Because 
then it meant someone didn’t have to come up for you, somewhere along the 
line, because we had these rules in place.”  
http://youtu.be/iuWyX1h_hDk   (Appendix C: 13-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
 
CHAPTER 5 
FROM COMPUTING STUDIO TO THE LEARNING COMMUNITY 
  Page 165 
“I personally would respect the questions only rule, and did. I don’t know 
whether it’s, it’s fully productive. I think, I think people kind of seemed to 
breathe a sigh of relief later on when things became more relaxed again. 
Because the questions-only rule made things very rigid and there was tension 
that kind of impacted on the harmony of the group.”  
http://youtu.be/w9jt9j7mpag   (Appendix C: 14-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
 
http://youtu.be/uCwvARKniWE (Appendix C: video5-ch5.wmv) 
After three weeks, I decided to chance returning to a freer form of discussion. I found that, as I had hoped, 
the experience of having to strictly discipline our speaking and thinking had led to a more thoughtful form 
of discussion. The dominant members, including Catherine, tended to think more carefully before 
speaking, from then on. Questions were generally more open, and the quieter members appeared to be 
more comfortable with expressing their ideas and opinions. 
Towards the middle of the fourth cycle, I found that I would be away for a week, and therefore unable to 
facilitate the weekly community of practice session. The topic that we were dealing with was related to 
learning outcomes, and Yevgeny offered to facilitate the session. He was a senior academic, part of the 
TLC leadership advisory team, and had extensive management experience. He was confident of his ability 
to facilitate the group. He continued the facilitation for three weeks, and although his style was very 
different to mine, the sessions were run successfully.  
I observed two main differences in Yevgeny’s facilitation style. The first was his insistence on bringing the 
conversation back to the point he wanted to make, where I would let the conversation go in a new 
direction, sometimes at a complete tangent to the original focus. The second was his lack of detailed 
explanation of what the plan was for the session. This was similar to how I had managed sessions during 
the earlier research cycles. 
Yevgeny’s facilitation of the sessions, and the group’s acceptance of him in the role of facilitator, indicated 
that the group was now definitely in the third stage of small group development. A group member other 
than myself was taking ownership and fulfilling the leadership function. In the process, the group had 
embraced the topic of learning outcomes and assessment practice, which had been put aside in the two 
previous research cycles. This potentially risky issue was now being willingly and openly addressed by the 
whole group. 
 
CHAPTER 5 
FROM COMPUTING STUDIO TO THE LEARNING COMMUNITY 
  Page 166 
Yevgeny’s handling of the facilitation role highlighted for that the concept of learning-by-experience was 
fundamental to the group process. I had learnt about ways to facilitate the group mostly through my 
experience of what worked, or did not work, as we progressed through the cycles. This was in spite of the 
fact that many of the theoretical concepts I uncovered as the cycles progressed, were already known to 
me in some form. I had even applied some of the ideas in my earlier teaching practice (Section 3.2.4.2). 
However, I understood these concepts implicitly, and had not consciously considered their application to 
the TLC journey when starting the project. 
I had offered to help Yevgeny prepare for the sessions by explaining some of the principles I had learnt. An 
example of what I thought he might find useful, was my practice of sending out detailed emails before 
each session. These emails provided the motivation and rationale for what we would be doing each week, 
as well as explicit instructions for tasks. I had started to send the emails when I realised that some 
members would be more motivated to participate if they had this information. 
 “What I would have liked to see, and I think it’s worked better part of the second 
semester is some kind of idea of where we are going and why we are doing 
things. Just because I have this very orderly brain, so if we’re going to do 
questions, I want to know the why. You know, the questioning technique, I 
needed to rationalise it for myself.”  
http://youtu.be/EbdSlh9bPg8   (Appendix C: 15-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
However, Yevgeny did not want my advice, believing that he would manage quite well in his own way, and 
that he could figure out what was needed from his own observations. After the first session, he admitted 
that he had not been fully prepared, only realising during the session that more work and preparation was 
actually required. He had come to recognise from this experience that I must have been doing extensive 
preparation for sessions on a weekly basis. During the interviews I had with group members, the 
difference in facilitation style was commented on. 
“…might not be able to manage the things that need to go off at a tangent.   
http://youtu.be/SInQmegWa8E   (Appendix C: 16-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
“…definitely think that you facilitate the group a lot better than Yevgeny. He was 
better today, but last week he was not good. … but I think that he also needs to 
learn from it. Because he’s not teaching a subject that he knows, and what he 
was basically doing last week was teaching us …”  
http://youtu.be/Egj4c_78Ar0   (Appendix C: 17-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
The feedback from the other group members reinforces the notion that leadership of the community of 
practice is a complex role. Every person will need to find the style that works for them, with the particular 
group of people in the community. 
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The Computing Studio concept of reflective practice was not taken up very well until the fourth cycle, 
despite my repeated efforts to encourage group members to consciously reflect on their practice (Section 
3.2.3.2). However, at the request of the group, we held a reflective practice workshop during the fourth 
research cycle. Group members are now actively developing their own versions of this important practice. 
However, there is still much progress that needs to be made on the use of reflective practice. 
“The other thing that is very good is reflection. Which I’ve put here, it’s an 
absolute pain to do. … Because when we think back quickly, it’s like talking about 
something, … you see what you decide to see. Where if you write it down, the 
other things, that perhaps are very important, but are not in your direct 
personality, come to the fore. .. Friday is my day, to do it. … and if you don’t do it, 
… you actually can’t go back, and do it because you’ve taught another lecture.”  
http://youtu.be/D9-d446nDQg   (Appendix C: 18-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
By the end of the fourth research cycle, the group was operating at the third stage of the small group 
development process, with individuals at phases three or four of their personal journeys. 
I anticipate that the group will continue its development during the fifth research cycle—Semester One, 
2012, and, if properly managed, will progress into a productive and rewarding fourth stage of its growth 
and development. 
5.4 Concluding Remarks 
The focus of my study during the fourth research cycle was different to that of the community of practice 
group as a whole. I aimed to identify the activities and interactions that contributed to the process of 
creating and developing the safe community of practice space. The other group members were engaged 
with their exploration of ways to develop an integrative education practice. 
The separation of my role as facilitator-participant of the community of practice and that of my personal 
research, happened at the same time that the community of practice was ready to take greater ownership 
of the project. The community of practice, previously known as The Computing Studio Project, and often 
referred to as “Leda’s group”, was renamed The Learning Community, or the TLC.  
I was able to take a more objective observer role during the fourth cycle, and in so doing, identified how 
the development of the community of practice mapped to existing models of small group development. I 
could also recognise the progress of each member in their own personal journey of exploring their 
practice, which corresponded with Palmer’s concept of a movement approach.  
Learning-by-experience, reflective practice and making the implicit explicit, all fundamental to the original 
Computing Studio approach, remained important for the work and development of the TLC community of 
practice. 
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I had identified seven issues at the start of the fourth research cycle on which I intended to focus (Section 
5.1). I had learned much about the first six issues: the underlying philosophy of the TLC; the different 
phases of individual journeys; the safety of the TLC space; the influence on development of irregular 
attendance and lack of preparation; and the role of reflective practice. Aspects of these issues are 
discussed in terms of the TLC journey (Section 5.3.2). They will be addressed in further detail in the 
following chapters, as part of the description of the TLC learning system and action strategies. 
The TLC community of practice had started out as a small group, known as the Computing Studio, with a 
very broad goal of finding ways to improve teaching practice. Over a period of two years, or four research 
cycles, this small group of academics had become a supportive community, dedicated to learning and 
growth. 
The progress from group of individuals to trusting community of peers had not followed the linear, stage-
by-stage sequence described by models of typical small group development. Members of the group left at 
some points, and new members joined. This contributed to the community of practice moving backwards 
and forwards in its development process. Group members were undergoing their own personal journeys, 
and were at a different phase of personal development at different times. These personal journeys do not 
map directly onto the stages of group development, and are also influenced by the individual’s personality 
type and openness to change (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Fourth Cycle 2011).  
By the end of the fourth cycle, the community of practice consisted of eleven core members, from two 
different departments (Computing Sciences and Mathematics). All the members were committed to 
continuing the journey, and had benefited from their involvement in their own way (Interviews with TLC 
group members 2011). Here are a few of the benefits group members have recognised: 
 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Fourth Cycle 2011) 
 “I’ve improved my technique. I have started to be more fearless about what I 
expect from my students and to keep things in line with what needs to be learnt 
as opposed to what is in the book. The BSW2111 results are evidence.” 
Year number of 
students 
number 
with DP 
passed % 
passrate 
 
      
2009 75 66 41 55  
2010 74 68 39 53  
2011 91 89 74 81 Techniques taught and 
encouraged by TLC. 
 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Fourth Cycle 2011) 
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“It’s changed the way I teach. And I think some of the feedback I’ve got supports 
that. So, it’s changed the way I present the material. And it’s changed the way, 
that instead of being just passively sitting there most of the time and then maybe 
a couple of questions, they are far more actively involved. And it’s come through 
“here when they say it’s, that it’s interactive. And, I relate well to the students. 
And I haven’t seen those kind of comments before.”  
http://youtu.be/B2kUv-pbFZ0  (Appendix C: 19-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
“It does give one a place where you can take some courage to try new things. It’s 
often difficult doing something all on your own, that you believe is good, and 
never have any feedback on, never be able to share it with anybody who may 
have a similar sort of interests, and I think that’s, that’s a big thing. … It’s 
definitely enabled me to really jump and do things which I would have a lot of 
trepidation doing, and most of them, in some way or other, I have done, but 
hidden away, and not as … throughout the semester. This semester I did a lot 
more than I did in the first semester.”  
http://youtu.be/8sDNmamE__s   (Appendix C: 20-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
“With me, personally, this whole experience has made me braver in class.” 
http://youtu.be/gle0txaVcG0   (Appendix C: 21-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
“I think I am more willing to share my workload now with Retha than what I 
would have. If I need to get something done, I will ask her, ‘cos I’m sort of a 
control freak of my own stuff. … Because I’m comfortable with working with her… 
and it’s not a problem … And we chat online at home as well, when we need to 
get things done. … when you do this type of teaching is you need to be able to 
pick up the phone whenever, and they don’t mind.   
http://youtu.be/aij91eyIEnE    (Appendix C: 22-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
 “A lot of the time I get confirmation. Because I’ve been doing this for years. … 
But what’s interesting is that there’s confirmation in the reasons why it has to be 
done. So even though, even though we have a gut feeling and an intuition, there 
is real theory out there about why it needs to be done. … A lot of the time its 
confirmation, a lot of the time it’s that’s a damn good idea. And these damn 
good ideas are coming up more often. So people have definitely been going 
away, not saying anything, going away, getting an idea, doing something, 
coming back reporting on it, and then generating new ideas.”  
http://youtu.be/OSN07KMvq70   (Appendix C: 23-ch5.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
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 (Reflections of Research Group Academics, Fourth Cycle 2011) 
I had not been able to explicitly describe the circumstances contributing to the synergy that sometimes 
occurred in TLC sessions, or the seventh issue I had identified. I had observed that synergy did not happen 
when there was conflict in the groups. Personality type seemed to have an influence on whether or not an 
atmosphere conducive to synergistic discussions was present. However, I had not yet learned anything 
conclusive about this issue.  
The fourth research cycle was the last research cycle to contribute to my thesis report. The TLC will, 
however, continue its development after this thesis is submitted for examination and forgotten, in 
Semester One, 2012. The individual interviews I conducted with group members contributed to the 
description of the space as a learning system, and the action strategies for developing a community of 
practice such as the TLC, which are presented as part of my living theory in Chapters 6 and 7. 
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C h a p t e r  6   
D E S C R I B I N G  T H E  T L C  S P A C E  
“As you begin changing your thinking, start immediately to change your behavior. Begin to act 
the part of the person you would like to become. Take action on your behavior. Too many people 
want to feel, then take action. This never works.”  
 John C Maxwell 
6.1 Context 
This section of my thesis report presents my living theory: what I have learned after four action research 
cycles, and what I can offer to others who would embark on establishing a similar space, for the purpose 
of exploring an integrative education practice. The term “space” in the context of my research project 
refers to the environment of connections between people, things and processes that form the TLC 
community of practice (Section 1.4).  
My living theory has been developed as a result of my own interpretation of the events and outcomes of 
the research project. The theory is presented in two parts: this chapter presents the theory of the TLC 
space as a learning system. The Learning System Model (Section 1.1.1) is used to describe the elements  of 
the community of practice. Chapter 7 presents suggestions for application of the theory to other, similar 
situations, in the form of action strategies. 
My ideas have been validated in discussion with the TLC group (Section 6.3.1.2), although each individual 
within the community of practice can be expected to have their own interpretation of the TLC space, 
which will differ in some respects to my own. This is appropriate within the constructivist paradigm in 
which this research has been grounded (Section 2.2.1), as a constructivist paradigm expects each 
individual to have their own interpretation of reality. 
The Learning System Model and action strategies are offered as guiding principles, resulting from an 
analysis of my experience with the TLC. The guiding principles are a result of my own reflections on the 
process, detailed interviews with the community of practice members, and group members’ personal 
reflections on the experience. The guiding principles aim to provide an understanding of the community of 
practice’s process and the development of the space within which the community of practice functions. 
These guiding principles cannot be used as a step-by-step method, or “checklist” approach, to create a 
community of practice similar to that of the TLC. The establishment of an academic community of practice 
like the TLC will be a unique process for each group and context in which it is undertaken. Each group will 
need to find strategies suited to the variables of their own situation. Variables include the number of 
people in the group, the specific discipline, the location, the time allocated to the group’s work, the 
personalities of group members, the personality and experience of the facilitator, and each individual’s 
personal concerns and situation. 
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The guiding principles are intended to offer suggestions for specific strategies, based on those that 
assisted the TLC process. An awareness of what the TLC experienced during the development process 
could help others recognise similar issues and opportunities that arise in their own development journey. 
Recognition of similarities could help others by showing that others have had similar experiences, which 
will indicate that it is part of the normal process. It could also create an awareness of possible pitfalls and 
opportunities. If academics are able to recognise similar issues in their own community of practice, they 
could try to solve them by referring to what worked for the TLC. By adapting the guiding principles for a 
group’s specific context and circumstances, the group would have the opportunity to learn from the TLC’s 
successes and mistakes. 
The creation of a space for a community of practice such as the TLC is an experiential process. A positivist, 
or traditionally scientific, way of viewing reality would presume a finite timeframe and specific sequence 
of events. This is perfectly appropriate when doing scientific experiments, but cannot be applied to a 
process that involves change within the human mind, its worldview, knowledge, cognitive processes, and 
emotions. Each human being is unique, and the exact nature of the process, and the time the process will 
take, cannot be predicted in advance (Interviews with TLC members 2011). 
Learning and growth of an experiential nature is a complex and sophisticated process. People change 
within themselves, which is a nonverbal process. Events and interactions take place and these contribute 
to the change. Realisation will come to the individual regarding some aspects of the changes, but other 
aspects will remain hidden. It is not always possible to express in words what has changed or shifted, but 
there are changes in the way the person interacts with other people, and thinks about himself and his 
world. 
Anyone who wants to make use of these guiding principles to create her own learning community of 
practice must understand and accept that it will be a process that requires time. There is no formula to 
follow, as the process involves a journey of transformation for human beings. The amount of time, and 
the nature of the experiences occurring within the group, as well as the effect of them, will be different 
for each person. This is the nature of being human. 
The facilitator of the intended, or developing, community of practice will need to be comfortable with the 
idea of the development of the community of practice being a spiritual journey, as much as a scientific 
enquiry into practice. Anyone who is unable to align themselves with this perspective will find that the 
guiding principles offered by this study will not lead to the desired result. 
The guiding principles for understanding and creating the community of practice space will be presented 
in the following sections: 
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 Describing the TLC Space  
Section 6.2 explains the relevance of the Learning System Model to the living theory.  
Section 6.3 describes the process I followed to discuss the TLC as a learning system, and the 
associated action strategies.  
The TLC is described using the structure of the Learning System Model in Section 6.4.  
Section 6.5 discusses how the Learning System Model can be used in conjunction with the 
action strategies to develop a similar community of practice. 
 Creating the Space  
Chapter 7 presents the action strategies that were useful in developing the TLC space, with 
suggestions for how these ideas could be used by other, similar communities of practice. 
6.2 Relevance of the Learning System Model 
The Computing Studio teaching method, developed during my masters research, was the starting point of 
the research project (Section 1.1.2). Although the focus shifted as the action research cycles progressed, 
the fundamental notions of Computing Studio teaching remain important methods within the TLC (Section 
5.3.1.3). The Learning System Model (Section 1.1.1) was used to describe the Computing Studio teaching 
method. The diagram of the Learning System Model (Figure 1.1 and repeated in Figure 6.1) was used 
throughout the development of the TLC as a way to structure the teaching and learning activities. 
 
Figure 6.1 Learning Systems Model (van der Post 2010) 
In the TLC community of practice, the facilitator plays the same leadership role a lecturer would within a 
class; the other participants in the community of practice have roles similar to that of students in a course. 
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The difference between a community of practice such as the TLC and a classroom, is that the community 
of practice is not a course, and the facilitator and participants are all academics, and therefore equals. This 
can lead to complications not present in a classroom. There is no set curriculum to be studied, with the 
facilitator being the expert. Therefore, there is not the same power relationship in such a community of 
practice as there would be between an academic and her students. 
The goal of the TLC is for the academics within the community of practice to learn and develop. Therefore, 
its main function is educational. The TLC is a learning system in its own right, and the Learning System 
Model can be used to describe the TLC space, or community of practice. 
The Learning System Model can be used to understand, and describe, an existing learning system, or to 
develop a learning system grounded within a particular philosophical paradigm. In order for me to 
understand and describe the TLC community of practice as a learning system, I had to first clarify the 
philosophical paradigm of the TLC. The philosophy element is the core element of the learning system, 
and the pedagogical choices are made because of the philosophical paradigm held by the educator. This is 
the case whether or not the educator is explicitly aware of his educational philosophy (Palmer & Zajonc 
2010). 
Once I understood the philosophical basis of the TLC, I could better understand and describe the other 
four elements, and how they related to each other. Section 6.3 describes the process I followed to 
develop the TLC Learning System Model. 
6.3 Process of Analysis 
I had collected large amounts of data during all four research cycles, as I had planned (Section 2.4.3.1). 
The data was from a variety of sources that included: 
 Written reflections from the research group participants; 
 Feedback questionnaires from students in relevant modules; 
 Video and audio recordings of meetings and classes; 
 Extracts from group members’ journals; 
 Emails sent to me by group members; 
 My own personal reflections; and 
 Field notes from meetings, workshops, interviews and discussions. 
I had used the four steps recommended by McNiff and Whitehead (2006) in each cycle, to analyse my 
data and determine the focus for the following cycle. The four steps were: 1) Making a claim to 
knowledge; 2) Establishing criteria and standards of judgement; 3) Selecting data; and 4) Generating 
evidence (Section 2.4.3.2). 
The iterative process of the action research cycles allowed me to refine my understanding, and learn from 
my experience, as I reflected on the events and resulting data. In order to describe the TLC as a learning 
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system, I needed to transform the data into evidence of my living theory. I reviewed the data from all the 
research cycles, not just the current, or fourth, cycle. 
The articulation of the TLC as a learning system and the associated action strategies began with my 
exploration of the nature of the TLC journey (Section 5.3.2). Once I had identified the stages of 
development of the group, I planned to describe the elements of the Learning System Model for each 
stage of the TLC’s development. 
I worked through my data for the cycles corresponding to each stage, asking questions about each 
element and identifying theory that was relevant to the element during the particular stage. 
 Philosophy. 
• What was the philosophical paradigm at this stage? 
• Was there a noticeable difference from earlier or later stages? 
 Qualities of the facilitator. 
• What qualities and skills must the facilitator have for this stage? 
• How can the facilitator get help if she does not have the necessary skills? 
• What is required to support the facilitator? 
 Qualities of the space (surface structure). 
• What did I want to create at this stage? 
• What did I need to overcome, or watch out for? 
• What were the positive aspects? 
• What helped in a concrete or physical manner? 
• What helped the emotional aspects of the space? 
 Activities, conversations and discussions (pedagogical activities). 
• What were the activities, conversations and discussions that were useful at this stage?  
• Why were they useful? 
• What did we do that did not work? 
• Why did these things not work? 
 Qualities of the participants. 
• What was noticeable about the participants at this stage? 
• What had changed from earlier stages? 
 Strategies. 
• What were the main positive and negative outcomes of the stage? 
• How did these relate to the description of the TLC space as a learning system? 
• What action strategies could I recommend to enhance the positive outcomes and to 
minimise the negative ones? 
As I worked through the data, I discovered much overlapping within the different stages. The progression 
between group development stages had not been linear (Section 5.3.2). Also, different group members 
were at different phases of individual development, and the individual development phases did not map 
directly to the development of the group as a whole (Section 5.4). Secondly, the group process appeared 
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to be iterative, with much repetition of similar activities in each stage, although the results of the activities 
could be different at different times. 
I realised that there would be too much repetition if I documented each stage separately. It would also be 
difficult to isolate the stages, as they overlapped, with aspects of different stages sometimes occurring 
simultaneously (Section 5.3.2). 
I therefore decided to describe the TLC, throughout its stages of development, as a single learning system. 
I would include a section in each action strategy that would explain its relevance at different stages in the 
overall development process. 
 
Figure 6.2 Notes for Describing the TLC Learning System Model 
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There were specific concepts, events, activities and discussions that emerged across all four cycles, as I 
reviewed the data using a loose method of thematic analysis (Quinlan 2011). Figure 6.2 shows my rough 
“sketches” of the five elements of the Learning System Model. The sources of this data (Table 6.1) include 
my personal notes and reflections, reflections of the TLC members, email communications, interviews, 
and my analysis and descriptions of the research cycles. 
Type of Source References 
Notes and reflections  of researcher (van der Post 2010a; van der Post 2011; van der Post 
2011a) 
Reflections of TLC members (Reflections of Research Group Academics, First Cycle 
2010; Reflections of Research Group Academics, 
Second Cycle 2010; Reflections of Research Group 
Academics, Third Cycle 2011; Reflections of Research 
Group Academics, Fourth Cycle 2011) 
Email communications between TLC 
members 
(Email communications of Computing Studio research 
group 2010) 
Interviews with TLC members (Interviews with TLC members 2011) 
Descriptions of events of research 
cycles 
Chapters 3 and 4 
Table 6.1 List of Sources for TLC Learning System Model 
I began with the core element, the philosophy. Section 6.3.1.1 describes in detail the process I followed to 
articulate the philosophy underpinning the TLC. I followed a similar process for each of the other elements 
in the Learning System Model. However, due to space constraints, and in the interest of avoiding too 
much repetition, the process of articulating the philosophy element serves as an example, and I have not 
included the detailed process for each remaining element. 
6.3.1.1 Example of Process: Articulating the TLC’s Philosophy 
The process followed in uncovering underlying philosophy of the TLC has been informal, and is not yet 
complete. The living theory that has been developed belongs in the realm of my personal research, and 
my experience of the TLC, rather than that of the group as a whole. The TLC group goals were focused on 
improving the members’ teaching and learning practice, not generating a theory of practice. Therefore, 
the TLC did not, as a group, consciously formulate the philosophy that underpins our practice. 
The process of articulating my understanding of the TLC’s underpinning philosophy was a gradual process. 
It began in the first research cycle, when I first became aware that my original Learning System Model 
needed to change (Section 3.2.4.4). The core element was epistemology, but I had come to realise that 
other aspects of philosophy were as important to the understanding of the learning system as 
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epistemology. The educator’s underlying belief system was central to all the choices that she made in her 
practice. 
I read more about philosophy than I had previously, in order to clarify my own philosophical position. I 
began to understand more clearly the difference between my own worldview and those of many of my 
colleagues. I had been educated in the domain of the Arts, had a higher qualification in Education, had 
been brought up in a liberal family, and had lived and worked abroad, with much of my working career 
being in industry. These experiences had formed a perception of reality that was necessarily different 
from that of the majority of my colleagues, whose education and experiences were very different to my 
own. 
Without going into specific details about each member of the community of practice, I became aware of 
the reality that my personal philosophical perspective, and my educational philosophy, were different to 
the traditional perspective within which I was working. This helped to explain why I was experiencing the 
living contradiction in which my enquiry was based (Section 2.3). 
My colleagues were mostly educated within the positivist paradigm of a traditional Computing Sciences or 
Information Systems department, with most having worked within the Academy for the major portion of, 
if not their entire, careers. Their understanding of education had been formed by the objectivist 
epistemology of the Academy, and their working relationships shaped by the competitive individualism 
that is predominant in a traditional, conservative South African university (van der Post 2010a).  
When we did the brain profiling process during the second research cycle, I was once again confronted 
with the reality of the difference between myself and other group members (Section 3.3.3.2). I had often 
used my different perspective to my advantage. As Tina said: 
 “Your persona of being vaguely scatty and disorganised works for you in this. … 
Probably 50 per cent of the time it’s not because of that but it works for you. …. It 
works that people are prepared to give you more leeway, and they don’t expect 
complete and utter structure from you.”  
http://youtu.be/aCVBT_N_uOg   (Appendix C: 24-ch6.wmv)  
 (Interviews with TLC group members 2011) 
I realised that if the community of practice was to be successful, I would need to adapt my own methods 
so as to be taken seriously by my colleagues. The brain profiling process highlighted for me the 
importance of understanding that each member has a different perceived reality. One of the changes I 
made was to start including more detail and factual information in my emails to the group. 
 
(Reflections of Research Group Academics, Second Cycle 2010) 
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Activities such as a values workshop and discussions exploring values within weekly community of practice 
sessions contributed towards my understanding of the group’s educational beliefs and values. In the 
second research cycle, we held a workshop to develop personal philosophies of education, although not 
all the group members continued the process of formulating their own philosophy. 
At the beginning of the fourth research cycle, the TLC established a set of ground rules to be followed in 
our sessions (Figure 6.3). These were based in personal values the group members held in common, and 
were intended to reduce the negative conflict that sometimes occurred. The conflict tended to be a result 
of the dominant, objectivist members wanting to enforce their reality on the group as a whole. 
 
Figure 6.3 Ground Rules for Research Cycle Four 
The purpose of these ground rules was to provide an explicit, and visible reference for how to behave in 
our group sessions in a way that would enable us to live out our values (Section 4.4.2.3). The ground rules 
did help to minimise conflict, and to remind participants of our agreements, although there were still 
some instances of confrontation and lack of appropriate participation that had to be managed (van der 
Post 2011). Group members did not explicitly state what their actual values were, at this stage, although it 
was said during the discussion that the ground rules related directly to our values. I aim to explore values 
again in the next research cycle, with the intention of identifying a set of common values that can be 
documented as underpinning the TLC community of practice. 
For each of the community of practice sessions during the fourth research cycle, I created a session plan 
that included values that were relevant to the planned activities. Each session plan also contained my 
reflection-on-action, in which I included my perception of what values had actually been expressed or 
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demonstrated during the session. This was intended to contribute towards a conscious awareness of the 
expression of the underlying philosophy and value system within the pedagogical strategy. 
Making our values and beliefs explicit had led to an investigation into integrative education, and how we 
could apply integrative concepts in our own practice (Section 4.6).  
The community of practice identified what we considered to be the main aspects of integrative education 
during a workshop in the fourth cycle. A list of important aspects was developed in a brainstorming 
session, followed by a period of refinement (Figure 6.4). These aspects of an integrative education were 
not categorised as fitting into specific philosophical concepts (ontology, epistemology, ethics and values). 
The list came from a discussion in more general terms about important concepts in an integrative 
education. The list was used by the group to develop teaching strategies that could be used in concrete 
ways in the classroom.  
I used the aspects that had been listed in my planning of further activities with the group, in devising my 
interview questions, and in developing my own understanding of the TLC’s underlying philosophy. 
1. NOT pure content transfer from lecturer to student. 
2. IS taking into consideration where your student comes from including 
economic and social background. 
3. Knowing you cannot consider students as one homogenous group. See them 
as individuals. 
4. Emotions are important. Includes cognitive and affective aspects. 
5. Leading students to recognise they have a voice. 
6. Making the connection between theory and the world. 
7. All intelligences are involved. 
8. Unexpected and unplanned. 
9. Courage and vulnerability from all parties. 
10. Incorporating non-academic aspects of life. 
11. Needs to make a difference/impact and add value/have relevance to life, for 
all parties. 
12. KNOWLEDGE is the vehicle, but not enough on its own. 
13. Multidisciplinary. Not teaching in silos. Working together. Happens in more 
than one place. Sharing ideas. Talking about what we are doing. Community. 
14. Mutual respect. 
15. Discovery. 
16. Embrace every dimension of being human. 
17. Learning together (students and lecturer). 
18. Trust. 
19. Facilitate the learning process. Create the spark. As opposed to “teach”, 
“lecture”. 
Figure 6.4 Main Aspects of Integrative Education 
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The philosophy of the TLC is similar to the Computing Studio teaching method, in that it combines 
elements of two different paradigms. The Computing Studio teaching method uses aspects of design 
studio teaching, intended to lead to divergent, creative thought processes, that can work within a 
traditional, convergent computing environment. My version of the TLC’s philosophical paradigm, and 
resulting action strategies for developing the community of truth, proposes an experiential version of 
multiple realities that can, at the same time, accommodate those who are more comfortable with an 
absolute truth. 
The exploration and articulation of the philosophy underlying the TLC will continue in the next research 
cycle—Semester One, 2012. 
6.3.1.2 Validating My Perspective 
The Learning System Model and action strategies that I present in this and the chapter following are my 
personal interpretation of the TLC as a learning system. My personal view of reality is essentially 
constructivist, and I believe that, within the underlying reality of our society, each individual constructs his 
own perspective, or worldview. I can therefore only present this as my own understanding of the TLC as a 
community of practice, which stems from a holistic belief in the value of integrative education. 
I have validated my description with the TLC group members, but would expect that other group members 
would have their own interpretation of the community of practice space. These interpretations would 
vary from mine according to members’ personal experiences and the philosophical and educational 
perspective which they brought with them into the project. 
I sent my first draft of the Learning System Model and recommended action strategies to all the TLC group 
members. We then held a meeting to discuss their feedback. I asked them to consider my theory in the 
light of the questions I had developed with regard to my personal values and standards of judgement 
(Section 2.4.4). The questions were originally intended for validating my entire thesis report, but could be 
adapted and applied to the model and action strategies. 
 Does the account of my enquiry clearly explain the relevance of my values to my practice and 
provide evidence of a commitment to them in my teaching and research practice? 
 Does my research report demonstrate my commitment to nurturing each individual’s growth, 
learning and development in a holistic manner? 
 Does this thesis show evidence of originality, innovation and creativity, as well as critical 
analysis? 
 Have I successfully, through my reflective practice, made implicit knowledge and 
understanding explicit in a manner that is accessible to the reader of the account? 
 Is my account of my enquiry comprehensible? 
 Is the report an ethical and truthful reflection of the events of the research activities? 
The group accepted my description of the TLC and accompanying action strategies. As my focus during the 
last two research cycles—Semesters One and Two, 2011—had been on the group process rather than 
 
CHAPTER 6 
DESCRIBING THE TLC SPACE 
  Page 182 
what individual participants were achieving in their practice, I had not included any feedback about what 
had been achieved in terms of practice in my findings. The group was disappointed about this, as they 
believed the contribution the TLC had made to the members and their teaching practices was an 
important part of the result of the research.  
I used the feedback from the group to revise and update my description of the TLC as a learning system 
and accompanying action strategies. I also included feedback from group members to demonstrate the 
TLC’s contribution to practice within the two departments of Computing Sciences and Mathematics 
(Section 5.4). 
6.4 The TLC as a Learning System 
The characteristics of the TLC are described below in terms of the five elements of the Learning System 
Model. This description resulted from a critical analysis of data gathered throughout the research project 
(Section 6.3).  
The data sources are not directly referenced in the description of the TLC as a learning system, as the 
description is the synthesis of overlapping and repetitive data. Only theoretical sources and direct quotes 
are cited in the discussion. Some cross-references are provided where more detail or related material in 
other sections of this report could contribute to the discussion.  
The elements of the Learning System Model are intended to provide a summary of the methods followed, 
the nature of the space, the requirements of the facilitator, and the characteristics of the participants 
(Section 1.1.1). The elements are interdependent; changes in one element will affect the effective 
application of another element. 
Any academic community of practice will have its own unique context, and composition of participants, 
and will therefore be different to the TLC. However, if a group is grounded in the philosophy of integrative 
education, it is likely to address similar issues to that of the TLC; and a group of academics engaged in a 
personal journey of discovery such as that of the TLC (Section 5.3.2) is likely to experience similar 
challenges to that of the TLC journey.  
The following description of the TLC as a learning system is intended to highlight the main concepts that I 
have identified as contributing to the success of the group’s ongoing engagement, and to make explicit 
what would otherwise remain unexplained, and therefore inaccessible to other academics. If others 
recognise some aspects of this description in their own group, they may find this explanation, along with 
the ideas presented in Chapter 7, applicable to their circumstances, and therefore useful. 
The elements of the TLC as a learning system, identified by following the process explained in Section 6.3,  
are described in the following sections: 
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 Philosophy: Section 6.4.1.  
 Pedagogical Activities: Section 6.4.2.  
 Surface Structure: Section 6.4.3. 
 Profile of Facilitator: Section 6.4.4. 
 Profile of Participants: Section 6.4.5. 
Tables 6.2a, 6.2b and 6.2c summarise the main concepts of the TLC as a learning system. 
Table 6.2a Summary of the TLC Learning System 
p
h
il
o
so
p
h
y
 
Ontology Multiple personal realities can co-exist. 
Common understanding of reality from societal norms. 
Experience contributes to individual’s unique perceived reality. 
Education must include experience of the learner in acquisition of  
knowledge. 
Worldview can change with new experience and understanding. 
Epistemology Knowledge reflects individual’s interpretation. 
Scientific belief in underlying objective reality tempered by individual perception 
through experience. 
Truth is consensual, rather than absolute. 
Learning is an iterative and self-expressive process. 
Epistemological development is a spiritual journey encompassing the whole person. 
Ethics and Values Ethics and values are expressed by the educator, consciously or unconsciously. 
An individual’s ethical stance develops directly from the ethics and values of the 
pedagogy in which he was educated. 
Awareness of personal ethics and values is critical. 
Important values include: honesty, integrity, holistic education, mutual respect, 
being open to new ideas, commitment to active participation, courage and 
vulnerability. 
p
e
d
a
g
o
g
ic
a
l 
a
ct
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Nature of 
Interactions 
Structured sessions to address specific goals provide direction and purpose. 
Informal, spontaneous discussions are part of overall structure. 
Reflective practice important for learning. 
Learning-by-experience comes from experiential activities followed by reflective 
practice. 
Interactions model methods that can be used in teaching practice to provide 
opportunities for learning-by-experience. 
Open, honest questions help to develop trust and exploration of new ideas. 
Objective activities designed to elicit subjective ideas help people to get to know 
each other in a non-threatening way. 
The facilitator explains the why, what and how of activities to assist learning, by 
making the implicit explicit. 
Conflict is normal, but needs to be managed. 
Creative conflict is necessary for growth, but only possible if dominant personalities 
have learnt to listen and do not destroy trust. 
Activities can be revisited, as learning is iterative. 
“Nine minutes” activities at the start of each session serve a variety of purposes. 
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su
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Time The “space” takes time (one to two years or more) to develop. 
Individuals develop on their personal journeys at the same time that the group is 
developing as a whole. 
Community of practice sessions take place every week. 
Additional workshops for specific topics are scheduled as required. 
Participants gradually devote more personal time to exploring practice, as their 
understanding and motivation develops. 
Space Environment must be hospitable and welcoming. 
Physical space should be private with a “round” table to facilitate open discussion. 
Space must foster feeling of equality amongst participants, rather than support 
academic hierarchies. 
Refreshments, music and flowers can contribute to friendly and relaxing 
atmosphere. 
Display posters and other useful material. 
Group Size Group will become complex to manage if numbers increase beyond twelve. 
Group should preferably meet as one entity at least once a week. 
Smaller subgroups can work separately as required. 
Materials Group members bring materials for making notes or demonstrating ideas. 
Standard presentation tools can be useful: whiteboard, overhead projector, 
flipcharts. 
Coloured pens and pencils and creative tools add imaginative energy. 
Reference material should be provided as appropriate: before, during or after 
sessions. 
Each participant must have a journal for reflective practice, paper-based or 
electronic. 
 
Technology Email is an easy and efficient communication tool. 
An online document management system is useful for providing access to all 
documentation. 
Table 6.2b Summary of the TLC Learning System 
 
Content Two types of content: educational and personal. 
Content must address the whole person. 
Identity and practice are interdependent and cannot be separated. 
Personal issues must be addressed at start, then content will follow. 
Assessment Facilitator monitors progress after each session, which can include feedback from 
participants. 
Personal reflections of participants help individuals to gauge own progress. 
Sharing of reflections helps participants to learn from each other. 
Formal surveys with participants and their students at mid-semester and end of 
semester provide useful feedback. 
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fa
ci
li
ta
to
r 
 Philosophical paradigm must allow for multiple realities and consensual truth. 
Authority must be granted by the group. 
Person of integrity. 
Have the ability to create and maintain a safe, trusting space. 
Understand responsibility towards community of practice participants. 
Be able to balance dual role of facilitator and participant. 
Respect each individual and expect the same from others. 
Be open to new ideas, be able to push boundaries and be willing to live in 
uncertainty. 
Acknowledge mistakes. 
Strong personality and good communication skills. 
Be a good listener. 
Be willing to set an example by sharing own personal issues. 
Understand the role of both creative and destructive conflict. 
Be prepared to ask for help. 
Be committed, disciplined and willing to give of oneself. 
p
a
rt
ic
ip
a
n
ts
 
 Are likely to feel a sense of “divided self”, although may not be aware of it. 
Could be at any level in the academic hierarchy. 
Are used to functioning within an objectivist, competitive individualist environment. 
Dominant and quiet personalities need to be encouraged to do the opposite of their 
usual behaviour: either listen or speak up. 
Scientific approach is convergent, and in conflict with the multiple realities and 
exploration of the TLC philosophy. 
Diversity of backgrounds should be encouraged, as participants can learn much from 
each other. 
Few academics have formal training in education. 
Research is traditionally treated as more important than teaching. 
Personal goals need to be aligned with group goals. 
Feel vulnerable and open to criticism, as teaching is traditionally a private 
occupation. 
Helpful if participants can be aware, and tolerant, of the differences in personalities 
and worldviews amongst group members. 
Table 6.2c Summary of the TLC Learning System 
6.4.1 Philosophy 
Philosophy is the core element of the Learning System Model (Section 1.1.1). The educational philosophy 
upon which a learning system and its related teaching methods are based, or from which they arise, is 
central to the whole system. In the same way, the development of a community of practice such as the 
TLC—a form of learning system—must be grounded in an underlying philosophical paradigm. 
The philosophical paradigm of the TLC is not the paradigm that is typically encountered within Science 
faculties of the Academy (Section 4.4.2). I believe it is necessary to explain the TLC’s underlying philosophy 
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in detail, as any group wishing to follow a journey of a similar nature will then be able to determine 
whether or not their philosophical perspective is compatible with that of the TLC. 
6.4.1.1 Defining Philosophy for the TLC Context 
An educator’s educational methodology, or pedagogy, will arise from her philosophical position (Palmer & 
Zajonc 2010). This is irrespective of whether or not the educator is consciously aware of her educational 
philosophy. Therefore, an understanding of the philosophical position underpinning the learning system 
will inform the understanding of its pedagogy. The pedagogy of a learning system is described by the four 
other elements of the model: Pedagogical Activities, Surface Structure, and Profiles of Facilitator and 
Students. 
Philosophy, and its terminology, is used differently in different contexts (Grix 2002). I believe, therefore, 
that before stating the philosophical position of the TLC, I need to explain how the term philosophy has 
been used in the context of the Learning System Model, and in my description of the TLC as a learning 
system. 
The philosophy element of the Learning System Model is intended as a broad understanding of philosophy 
that includes four philosophical concepts: ontology (or more simply, the nature of reality); epistemology 
(theory of knowledge); and values and ethics.  
Ontology and epistemology are easily confused, and many philosophical traditions choose not to 
differentiate between the two (Grix 2002; Spencer 2000). 
“The muddling of issues of ontology (the study of being — essentially studying 
questions of what kinds of entities exist) and issues of epistemology (the study of 
knowing — essentially studying what knowledge is and how it is possible) has 
been one of the key confusions in philosophy.”  
 (Spencer 2000) 
Grix’s  (2002) explanation helps to clarify the difference between the two concepts, as well as the 
importance of keeping the two concepts separate: “If ontology is about what we may know, then 
epistemology is about how we come to know what we know.”  
The ontological position is a necessary starting point for understanding the philosophical paradigm of a 
learning system. Once we have clarified how reality is viewed within the learning system—the ontological 
position, it is then possible to understand how that reality has come to be known, or believed—the 
epistemological position. It is these two positions that together lead to how reality and knowledge are 
perceived within the learning system. 
A student’s ethics and values are directly influenced by the pedagogy of his education (Palmer & Zajonc 
2010). The ethics and value system of the pedagogy are based on those of the educator. Ethics and values 
are part of a philosophical belief system. Often the educator is not consciously aware of expressing her 
beliefs and values in the classroom. However, as the ethics and values of the educator will directly 
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influence the development of the students within the learning system, I considered it to be important to 
make them explicit. I have therefore included ethics and values in the Philosophy element of the model. 
6.4.1.2 Philosophy of the TLC 
6.4.1.2.1 Ontology, or the TLC’s Nature of  Being 
Zajonc (Palmer & Zajonc 2010) states: “If we would expand the worldview that supports education, we can 
find no better place to begin than by opening ourselves to the full scope of human experience.” It is 
necessary to expand our view of reality beyond the traditional objectivism of the Academy, if we are to 
provide an education that will meet the needs of contemporary society (Section 4.4.2.2). 
The TLC is therefore grounded in a view of reality that is akin to the experiential perspective adopted by 
the New Sciences (Section 4.4.2.4). This experiential ontology views knowledge as an event, rather than 
an object, as knowledge is viewed in more traditional perspectives (Palmer & Zajonc 2010). The observer 
of the event cannot be disentangled from the event itself; the observer’s experience contributes directly 
to the formation of his knowledge about the event, or understanding of reality. 
An individual forms her understanding of reality from events and experiences throughout her life. Her 
worldview is not fixed, or static; new events and experiences, or the acquisition of new knowledge can 
lead to a shift in perception. Individuals living in the same society will be influenced by societal norms, and 
therefore have some common understanding of reality. In addition to these shared aspects, an individual 
will have a personal worldview that is unique. 
My personal worldview will arise from my own experiences, knowledge, and personality. Another person’s 
worldview comes from his experiences, knowledge, and personality, which are necessarily different to 
mine. Therefore, although we could have some mutual perspectives, our personal views of reality will be 
different. 
Education grounded in an experiential perspective cannot be viewed as the transference of information 
about objects (Palmer & Zajonc 2010), which is the traditional, positivist perspective. Education developed 
from an experiential perspective must include the experience of the learner in his acquisition of 
knowledge. The role of the educator must therefore be: 
“… a leading of the inquiring minds of our students through the manifold layers 
of experience and reason to occasions of epiphany, that is, to the exalted 
experience of genuine insight.”  
 (Palmer & Zajonc 2010) 
The concept of multiple realities is important to recognise in our community of practice. In our roles as 
educators, and as members of the community of practice, it is critical for us to realise that each of our 
students, as well as each of our colleagues, is likely to have a different worldview. We must take this into 
consideration and find ways to both accommodate and learn from our differences. 
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6.4.1.2.2 Epistemology, or How the TLC Constructs Knowledge 
In the TLC, knowledge reflects the interpretation of each individual’s understanding. This echoes the 
epistemology of the Computing Studio (Section 1.1.2), which was this project’s starting point, and is the 
result of an interpretivist ontological position. 
The TLC consists of academics within the Faculty of Science. Academics with a scientific background 
typically hold the belief that there is an underlying objective reality. As the TLC is grounded in an 
experiential ontology, the position taken is that individuals have developed their own perceptions of that 
objective reality from their experiences. Therefore, an individual’s perceived reality would be constructed 
from what he has experienced, and his interpretation of those experiences. An individual’s knowledge is 
therefore perceived to be experiential. 
This is aligned with the Computing Studio’s concept of learning-by-experience (Section 1.1.2). 
If each person’s perceived reality is different, then truth must also be to some degree, subjective. What is 
true for me, in my culture and situation, is not necessarily the same truth as that which is true for another. 
This is especially relevant for the TLC community of practice, given the multicultural nature of South 
African academics and students. 
So, if we allow that there could be multiple versions of a truth, how do we reach a mutual understanding 
of truth, or the “right” knowledge, in the TLC? Palmer’s (2004) concept of consensual truth explains how 
truth is determined in an integrative environment (Section 4.5.2.2). The truth is an agreed truth, reached 
by consensus, through discussion. This discussion must be carefully facilitated within the structure of the 
community of practice. 
Scientific fact, therefore, becomes the knowledge that is agreed as being factual, or the truth, by those 
who have been granted consensual authority to say so—those perceived by society as the experts in the 
particular field, at the particular time. 
As factual knowledge can change with new experiences and interpretations, the epistemology of the TLC 
aims to support an iterative and expressive process. An individual’s truth is not static; revisiting issues and 
topics is valuable, as it can lead to new understanding. 
The iterative process is grounded in the Computing Studio’s epistemological position. Iteration and self-
expression facilitate each individual’s learning and development (van der Post 2010). There is no single 
correct solution in any given scenario, as truth is consensual. A solution is not necessarily right or wrong. 
Rather, it is a more or less well-expressed solution to the given problem, or articulation of the individual’s 
truth.  
The development of knowledge and understanding within the TLC is not development of the intellect 
alone. The reality of the TLC is integrative, embracing the whole person, spiritual, emotional and physical, 
as well as intellectual. Epistemological development within an integrative approach to education is 
therefore a spiritual journey, as well as an educational enquiry. 
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6.4.1.2.3 Ethics and Values of the TLC 
In the same way that the terms ontology and epistemology tend to be confused, so the terms ethics, 
morals and values are used in different ways, by different researchers and educators (Churchill 1982; 
Chippendale 2001). 
In this study, values describe what a person considers to be important, or part of our fundamental belief 
system (Chippendale 2001; Navran 2010); morals are values with a social element (Chippendale 2001; 
Changing Minds 2011; Navran 2010); and ethics are the standards by which one judges behaviour for its 
morality, or whether it is right or wrong (Chippendale 2001; Changing Minds 2011). From here on, the 
term values will be used to refer to both personal values and moral values, unless specifically otherwise 
stated. 
Our values and ethics develop over time, through our lived experiences, but there are conflicting views 
over exactly how these values and ethics are acquired (Churchill 1982). There are two main assumptions. 
The first is that values are fixed when an individual is young, and that education cannot influence or 
change values. The second assumption is that values can be taught in the same way as content is taught in 
a formal course. Churchill (1982) refutes both of these assumptions. He states that there is some truth in 
both assumptions, but that neither is wholly the case, and he proposes an alternative view: 
“… values are taught constantly insofar as value dimensions are present in any 
significant human relationship—of which teaching and learning are examples. … 
The tacit and attitudinal elements of values are more likely to be demonstrated 
than formally taught.”  
 (Churchill 1982) 
Viewed from this standpoint, no education can be values-free. The values might be implicit, and not 
consciously referred to, or applied. The values are however, still expressed by the educator as role model, 
and offered as the moral position for students to follow. Therefore, whether consciously expressed, or 
implicitly held, values exist in any teaching and learning practice.  
An individual’s ethical stance will develop directly from his education, or the pedagogical approach within 
which he was educated (Palmer & Zajonc 2010). An individual’s ethics and values are therefore directly 
affected by the values expressed by his teachers. An integrative education approach holds that it is 
preferable for an educator to be aware of her values. One’s values will inevitably be expressed in one’s 
teaching practice. If an educator is aware of her own values, she will learn to consciously model values in 
her teaching and learning practice that are appropriate to the development of the students’ ethical and 
moral values. This is in contrast to the educator who is not consciously aware of how his values are 
expressed. He runs the risk, therefore, of expressing implicitly held values that might contribute negatively 
to the students’ development. 
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The values that are important for the TLC begin with each group member’s personal values. These 
personal values must then be aligned and integrated with the community of practice’s values, which form 
the basis for holistic learning and development.  
Some of the values expressed by members of the TLC as important are: honesty, integrity, holistic 
education, mutual respect, being open to new ideas, commitment to active participation, courage and 
vulnerability. 
6.4.2 Pedagogical Activities of the TLC 
The pedagogical activities are the strategies and structures that organise the activities of the community 
of practice. Pedagogical activities include the interactions and activities, as well as the content of the 
sessions. The various topics and activities are chosen as a result of the underlying philosophy. 
Activities based on an integrative educational philosophy aim to address the whole person. Activities in 
the TLC are therefore not restricted to the subject domain or to educational principles. Activities must 
address the broader philosophical issues underlying the participants’ teaching practice, and the issues that 
lead to dissatisfaction with one’s practice and the desire to change. These issues are often very personal. 
6.4.2.1 Content 
The content of TLC discussions has two dimensions: content relating to educational principles and 
practice, and content relating to the personal qualities of the participants. 
In traditional, objectivist academic projects, the participants tend to discuss the facts relating to relevant 
topics, and disregard personal issues. However, the nature of a community of truth such as the TLC means 
that the identity of the participants is fundamental to the enquiry. I refer to identity as Palmer (1997) uses 
the term: to refer to the intellect, emotion and spirit of the whole person. It is fundamental to the 
philosophy of integrative education that the identity of the educator and her practice are interdependent 
and cannot be separated. An integrative educator must therefore be willing to explore and resolve any 
issues that could lead to her feeling that she is practising a “living contradiction”, or as a “divided self” 
(Section 2.3.1). 
If group members are encouraged to explore their own identities in a safe environment, they will share 
personal aspects of themselves. Learning more about each other, and understanding each other’s 
similarities and differences leads to the development of trust within the community of practice. Focusing 
on activities that are designed for group members to get to know each other, rather than purely on 
educational content, helps to develop a safe space for further exploration. This is important in the first 
stage of any small group’s development. 
Once trust has been established, participants will be more willing to explore the personal issues 
fundamental to their practice, such as their values and educational philosophy, the impact of their 
personalities on their practice, and the relationships between themselves and their colleagues and 
students. 
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As personal issues become accepted as part of the space, and participants come to understand and trust 
each other, a natural shift will occur. The topics of discussion will begin to focus more on the principles 
and methods that lie at the heart of an education practice. This shift is indicative of the development of 
the group towards the third stage of the small group development process. 
6.4.2.2 Nature of Interactions 
Sessions that are carefully structured to address specific, clearly identified goals tend to be more effective 
than informal, unstructured sessions. The main reason appears to be that participants have a sense of 
direction and purpose if they know what has been planned. Informal discussions can easily be built into 
the plan of a session—structured does not necessarily mean formal.  
Activities include aspects of the four fundamental principles of the Computing Studio teaching method: 
reflective practice, learning-by-experience, questioning and making the implicit explicit. 
Reflective practice is very important for all participants, including the facilitator, as part of their own 
learning and development. Learning-by-experience goes hand-in-hand with reflective practice. Discussing 
theoretical concepts will not result in group members changing their practice. Trying things out, reflecting 
on the experience, and thereby learning from it, will help them to understand how to improve their 
practice. 
The community of practice sessions are designed to use teaching methods that the community of practice 
members believe will facilitate integrative education whenever possible. Using the methods within the 
sessions provides the group members with the opportunity to experience the methods, and decide 
whether or not the methods could be used in their teaching practice to achieve their goals. Participants 
are given the opportunity of learning about the methods from experience, rather than simply reading or 
discussing the theoretical concepts. 
It is important to develop the practice of asking open, honest questions. Trust will develop between group 
members, if individuals start to feel they are able to speak out without the need to defend their 
viewpoints, or being told they are wrong. This is especially important in the context of the traditional, 
objectivist paradigm of the Academy, where senior academics tend to believe they are right and are not 
always willing to listen to the perspectives of their more junior colleagues or students. 
It is important for the facilitator to explain the reasons for the activities in sessions. This is part of making 
underlying, implicit assumptions into explicit understanding, which can then be consciously applied by the 
participants in their own practice. 
There will be instances of conflict in community of practice sessions and interactions. Conflict is a normal 
part of group development (Section 5.3.1). Within the traditional academic milieu, dominant 
personalities—whom I sometimes refer to as the loud voices—are used to being able to enforce their 
opinions on their less forceful colleagues. If the group contains more than one loud voice, and their 
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opinions differ, conflict will ensue. Such conflict destroys the trust within the space, and needs to be 
carefully managed. 
Destructive conflict is typical of the second stage of small group development. It will need to be carefully 
managed if the group is to develop towards the third stage. A more creative form of conflict begins to 
emerge in the third stage.  
Creative conflict is a different, positive type of conflict. It will become present as the group matures. This 
is a result of group members understanding their own beliefs and values better, and becoming more 
willing to put forward ideas that do not fit the traditional way of doing things.  Creative conflict is 
necessary for the group to develop new ideas and methods (Section 4.5.2.2). By the end of the fourth 
research cycle, the TLC had not yet reached the stage of development where creative conflict was 
generally present. 
At the start of the group’s development, it is useful to design objective activities that are, in fact, intended 
to elicit subjective ideas. Being too directly personal can be confronting when the group is new, and trust 
has not yet been established. However, if individuals are allowed the freedom of choosing to respond in 
their own way, which may be as personal or impersonal as they elect, members are more likely to share 
their experiences and ideas. Examples of activities that facilitate the sharing of opinions and personal 
thoughts are: telling stories about teaching experiences; using photographs to answer questions; and 
identifying values and beliefs (Section 7.2). These kinds of activities help participants get to know each 
other, to learn from each other, and to build the trust required for a safe space. 
Learning in the TLC is an iterative process. Activities can therefore be revisited, as something new can be 
learnt each time. This is important to remember if newcomers join the community of practice. Existing 
group members, who have experienced the activities before, will bring a richer perspective, and 
contribute towards the learning of the newcomers. 
It can be useful to have a short activity at the start of each session to create a break between normal, 
everyday activities and the work of the session. This activity can serve a variety of purposes: to clear the 
mind; to set the tone for the session; to introduce a specific concept; and to encourage people to move 
out of their comfort zone. The TLC calls these activities “Nine minutes”, although activities sometimes 
take less, sometimes more time, than the suggested nine minutes (Section 7.2). 
6.4.2.3 Assessment 
Assessment of the progress of the groups towards achieving its goals can be both formal and informal. 
The facilitator monitors progress after each session, and determines whether or not goals were reached. 
Assessment of progress can also be done with the group as part of the closing of a session. 
The reflective practice of the participants will be helpful for individuals to measure personal progress, and 
to identify successes and failures. Sharing of personal reflections enables participants to learn from each 
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other. Sometimes, a member who has not recognised her own progress will be able to do so when it is 
pointed out in the reflection of another member. 
Formal surveys, or answers to specific sets of questions can be done during a semester, as well as at the 
end of the semester, or research cycle. Group members should conduct similar surveys with their 
students, in order to identify how the students perceive the changes they have implemented in their 
practice. 
6.4.3 Surface Structure of the TLC 
The surface structure describes the aspects of the learning system that must be in place if the pedagogical 
activities are to be carried out successfully. This element describes important qualities of the TLC space, 
both concrete and less tangible. 
6.4.3.1 Time 
The development of the TLC community of practice takes place over time. This time is necessary for the 
group as a whole to develop from being a group of colleagues, used to functioning on a professional level, 
with little deeper understanding of each other, into a supportive, open community. The time is also 
required for individuals to progress on their own personal journeys. This process requires one, two or 
more years—it will not take place during a few group meetings. Even with the help of the action strategies 
recommended in Chapter 7, the process can only be made more explicit, not necessarily any quicker. 
The TLC meets on a regular weekly basis for community of practice sessions. These sessions are generally 
one hour in length, at a time when the entire group is able to meet. It is important that participants 
attend sessions as regularly as possible to maintain momentum, consistency and avoid gaps in 
development. If participants skip sessions, time is wasted on getting them up-to-date with the rest of the 
group. Participants who miss sessions also miss the interactions that lead to the group’s overall 
development, thus hindering the progress of the group as a whole. 
Longer workshops to deal with specific topics or themes are planned as required. These are usually in 
addition to the regular weekly sessions. 
Participants in the community of practice typically feel that there is insufficient time available to address 
the issues properly; however, it is unlikely that all group members would be able to find more time within 
the busy academic schedule. If the group is willing to spend more than one hour per week for the 
sessions, the community of practice should take advantage of this, and schedule longer sessions.  
As the group develops, individual members will begin to dedicate more of their personal time to the work 
of the group. This is because as the group develops, so the individuals progress on their personal journeys; 
the work becomes more relevant to their personal practice, and there is therefore more intrinsic 
motivation to participate, and contribute to the work of the community of practice as a whole. 
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6.4.3.2 Space 
The TLC requires a hospitable space, that is welcoming to its members, and facilitates trust and sharing of 
ideas. The space has both physical and emotional dimensions.  
The physical space should be a private area, with a “round” table. That is, the table does not have to be 
round, but should allow the participants to sit in a circular fashion, facing each other. This facilitates open 
discussion, and a less formal atmosphere than, for example, sitting at desks in a traditional lecture venue. 
It also contributes to a feeling of equality amongst participants, rather than supporting notions of 
academic hierarchy. 
A light-filled, spacious room would be more appropriate than a dark, gloomy environment; however, the 
group will need to make the best of whatever physical space is available. 
The facilitator needs to make sure that participants feel welcomed and at their ease. People are 
accustomed to socialising over a meal; so providing refreshments, or encouraging members to bring their 
own lunch or tea to the sessions can create an informal, friendly atmosphere. 
It can be helpful to display posters with relevant material as reminders to the group of the underlying 
principles of the community of practice. For example, ground rules, the Learning System Model, key 
aspects of integrative education. Groups may want to experiment with introducing music, flowers, 
posters, and any other elements that are appropriate to create a welcoming atmosphere in their 
particular situation. 
6.4.3.3 Materials 
The community of practice does not require special materials. Its main purpose is for likeminded 
individuals to meet, and learn from each other.  
Group members should bring with them whatever materials they need for making notes or demonstrating 
their ideas to each other. 
Standard presentation tools such as an overhead projector, whiteboard and flipcharts will be helpful 
during sessions.  
If the facilitator is comfortable with using coloured pens and pencils and other more creative tools, this 
can add an imaginative energy to the group. 
Reference material should be provided when relevant. In some cases this will be in advance of a session, 
for participants to use in preparation; at other times material can be useful during or after a session. The 
objectivists within the group will be more comfortable with new concepts if they are given recognised and 
credible theoretical source material. 
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Each participant needs to have a journal for reflective practice. Journals may be paper-based or in an 
electronic format. 
6.4.3.4 Group Size 
A group of more than twelve people tends to function like a large organization rather than a small group. 
The TLC developed and functioned in a similar way to that in which small groups tend to develop 
(Section 5.3.2). A larger group is likely to lose the intimacy and cohesion of the TLC.  
The TLC experienced the complexity of a larger group at the start of the third research cycle, when the 
group had twenty members. It was not until several members dropped out after some weeks, that the 
group became, once again, a small group of twelve people. Once the group size had readjusted, the group 
began to regain the safety and trust that had been lost in the larger group. 
Ideally, the group should meet as one entity, for regularly weekly community of practice sessions. Smaller 
subgroups can work together on separate projects as required. During community of practice sessions, 
small group work is often beneficial, although it is important to feed back any results to the group as a 
whole, to enhance the sense of community and trust. 
6.4.3.5 Technology 
Most tertiary academic institutions today are well-equipped with networked computers. Email is part of 
most academics’ everyday life, and is therefore an easy and efficient way for group members to 
communicate with each other. 
An online document management system like SharePoint is useful for sharing data. SharePoint, for 
example, allows for interactive discussions and surveys, as well as uploading and downloading of 
information. Both facilitator and participants can then store and access information. This enables sharing 
of information which leads to greater openness and trust. It also helps the process of making implicit 
understanding explicit, by making all the material accessible to the group members. 
6.4.4 Profile of Facilitator of the TLC 
The profile of the facilitator describes the desirable qualities a facilitator must have, or be willing to 
develop, in order to lead the learning community to engage in a worthwhile exploration of practice. 
The facilitator of the community of practice must have a philosophical perspective that is aligned with that 
of the TLC philosophy. She must understand that different group members will have their own unique 
viewpoint of reality, and that there is no one, single, right way. As well as having a unique reality, each 
member will be at a different phase in his or her own personal journey towards change. It helps for the 
facilitator to be flexible in both ideas and plans, to encourage exploration, and not to force her own 
opinion on others in the group. 
The facilitator should understand the concept of the “divided self” or “living contradiction” (Section 2.3.1). 
This refers to the conflict that can occur between one’s personal values and beliefs and those of the 
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workplace. She must be willing to explore her own contradictions, and encourage others in the group to 
do the same. 
It is unlikely that a typical objectivist or competitive individualist would be able to create the safe, open 
space required for a community based in consensual truth. An objectivist’s viewpoint is that there is one 
reality, therefore his perspective is right, and anyone in disagreement must therefore be wrong; this 
would be in direct contrast with the acceptance of multiple realities that can validly co-exist, which is the 
perspective necessary for a community of truth. 
The facilitator must have authority granted by the group. This is necessary for empowering the group to 
act, rather than having to impose power to enforce action. Such authority comes from being true to one’s 
values, and being perceived as a person of integrity. 
The facilitator must be able to create and maintain the community of practice space in such a way that 
participants feel able to share their inner selves in safety. The facilitator must understand that she is 
responsible for asking people to make themselves vulnerable, and this responsibility includes being willing 
and able to protect them within the group. 
A community of truth requires the facilitator to be both facilitator and participant. The facilitator, in the 
dual role of facilitator and participant, must have the ability to maintain personal balance between 
participation and leadership. 
In the TLC community of practice, all participants are viewed as equals. This equality is regardless of 
position, age and status. All are equally valuable in the overall learning system, and have something 
important and unique to contribute. The facilitator must have respect for each of the other group 
members, and expect the group members to show similar respect for each other. 
If the facilitator is open to new ideas, this will encourage others in the group to be open. Being open often 
means not knowing the answers, and living in uncertainty. The facilitator needs to be willing to be out of 
her comfort zone. She will need to be brave, and be willing to push the boundaries of the other group 
members, encouraging them to move beyond their own personal comfort zones. She must also be willing 
to admit mistakes, and apologise for inappropriate actions or interventions. 
The facilitator must have a strong personality, and good communication skills. Together with an openness 
to new ideas, this will enable her to allow the conversation to flow in directions that may not have been 
thought of, enabling exploration of new and innovative notions. She must also be able to bring the group 
back on track when necessary. A useful attitude can be to simply expect certain behaviour or results. 
Often, one will be surprised by the group’s willing participation if one takes this approach. 
The facilitator must be able to listen for the issues underlying the words, and be non-judgemental. She 
must be able to encourage others to contribute, without dominating the conversation herself. This 
encourages people to explore their inner selves, and reach new understanding. At the same time, the 
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facilitator must be willing to talk about her own personal issues, providing the example that it is safe for 
others to do the same. 
The facilitator must find ways to break down barriers between people, fostering trust and openness. 
Simply being friendly helps to set people at ease. Creating a welcoming, informal environment helps to 
develop an atmosphere where all members feel less threatened by the traditional hierarchical attitudes of 
the Academy.  
A welcoming, trusting atmosphere will not be automatically present, and there will be times when the 
safety of the space is challenged. It is very important to understand the role of conflict in a community of 
truth, as well as the way it will develop between different personalities within the group (Section 4.5.2.2). 
The facilitator needs to be willing to handle conflict, both destructive and creative conflict. She must be 
prepared to ask for help from others in the group if necessary. 
It is important to be committed to the project, and be willing to give of oneself. This will require discipline 
to plan sessions sufficiently, and to make explicit the implicit ideas and interactions. Clearly explaining 
what one is doing helps to provide the other group members, especially the more traditional, objectivist 
academics, with sufficient rationale for their full participation. 
6.4.5 Profile of Participants of the TLC 
The profile of the participants will be different in each unique situation. The intention here is to create an 
awareness of the typical characteristics of academics in a traditional scientific discipline, and what to 
expect as a result. 
The academic as “divided self”, or a “living contradiction”, is a concept fundamental to the reason for the 
existence of a community of truth such as the TLC. Academics themselves are not always aware that they 
are dissatisfied with their practice; it depends on the phase of their personal journey towards change. 
However, an interest in exploring ways of improving practice, or change, is often indicative of a deeper 
issue, or dissatisfaction, with the current situation. 
An important aspect of the community of practice is the environment within which the group members 
function: the objectivist perspective of the Academy. A community of practice could have members from 
across the range of the academic hierarchy. Typically, senior academics have progressed to their senior 
position by following the traditional research-oriented reward system of the Academy. They tend to have 
a strong competitive individualist perspective, believing their perspective, or reality, to be right, and 
wanting to impress their viewpoint on others. 
Some academics, both senior and junior in terms of academic hierarchy, will have dominant personalities, 
and tend to speak out often and forcefully within the group. Others, also senior and junior, will be 
reserved, and need to be encouraged to speak and voice their opinions. The dominant voices, though 
often heard, are not necessarily the ones with the best ideas. The participants within the community of 
practice need to understand that each member, whatever the position or academic status, has something 
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to contribute and must be afforded the opportunity to voice an opinion. If the group develops 
successfully, and dominant personalities learn to give others a change, participants will learn to value each 
other’s opinions. The quieter people will grow more confident, and voice their opinions. The loud voices 
will begin to appreciate what others have to say, and listen more. 
Scientists have been trained to follow a scientific process. Scientific processes and thinking tend to be 
convergent, aimed at quickly identifying the right solution to a problem. This intention of identifying the 
one truth is typical of a positivist paradigm, and in contrast to the paradigm of a community of truth. The 
community of truth allows for the co-existence of multiple realities, and encourages openness and 
exploration, without the need to find a “right” answer. 
It must be recognised that even though the academics are working within the same environment, each 
individual has a unique background and personality. There are likely to be differences in culture, 
knowledge, training and values. Much can be learnt from each other if group members are encouraged to 
respect and value each other’s differences. 
It can, in fact, be useful to have diversity within the group. Different disciplines bring different 
perspectives. An academic from the Arts faculty will have a different perspective to that of an academic 
from the Science faculty, and so on. In the same way, academics from different cultural backgrounds will 
bring varying perspectives to the group. 
Traditionally, few academics have formal training in education. The focus of the reward system within the 
Academy is on producing research, not on excellence in teaching. The individuals within the community of 
practice may therefore have little formal knowledge of the fundamental educational principles underlying 
good teaching and learning practice. They have not been trained to be educators, and the academic 
reward system has encouraged them to regard teaching as less important than research. 
It can be motivating for individual participants to set their own explicit goals within the research group. 
However, these personal goals need to be aligned with the overall group goals, or dominant personalities 
might try to force the group in the direction of their personal aims. 
Typically, traditional academics are uncomfortable with colleagues coming into their classrooms and 
observing their teaching practice. They feel vulnerable and open to uninvited criticism. Palmer (2007) 
refers to this as the “privatisation of education”. It will take time for these academics to be comfortable 
enough within the community of practice to move out of their comfort zone and speak honestly about 
their practice, thus allowing themselves to be vulnerable. The facilitator needs to be sensitive to this 
personal journey. 
The differences in personality types will affect how group members interact, and what they want from the 
group. It is helpful for all group members to be aware of these differences. 
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6.5 Developing an Integrative Education Learning System 
The Learning System Model can be used for two purposes: 1) to understand and describe an existing 
learning system; and 2) to provide guiding principles for developing a learning system grounded in the 
same philosophical paradigm as that of the existing learning system model. 
Section 6.4 serves the first of these two purposes, providing a description of the TLC community of 
practice as a learning system. The philosophical paradigm of the TLC is aligned with an integrative 
educational approach. 
In order to be useful to other academics, the TLC Learning System Model can be used to fulfil the second 
purpose, and provide guiding principles for developing a learning system based in integrative education. 
The TLC Learning System Model describes a community of practice. However, as the community of 
practice is a learning system with a facilitator and participants, the concepts could be carried over to the 
classroom, in order to develop an integrative learning community between academic and students. 
The elements of the Learning System Model describe typical characteristics of the pedagogy. To use these 
characteristics as guiding principles, one would consider one’s own context and circumstances, then 
devise action strategies to create similar characteristics within one’s own practice, or learning system.  
For example, the space dimension of the surface structure element of the TLC model describes a 
hospitable, welcoming, private environment, that fosters a feeling of equality amongst the participants. 
A group, starting out, might not have an ideal venue available. An action strategy for this group could be 
to make do with whatever venue and time is available, and try out different combinations until a 
comfortable arrangement is found. 
The TLC group followed such a strategy. Initially, the TLC group met in the departmental seminar room, 
adjoining the staff tea room. At times, this compromised the privacy of the community of practice. An 
unexpected benefit was that it raised the profile of the community of practice, leading to other members 
of the department becoming curious about the activities of the TLC, especially during sessions where 
there was much laughter. The group later moved to a different venue, in a less-frequented part of the 
department, which offered fewer distractions. This has become the venue of choice for the group, as it 
lends itself to a “safer” space. 
Facilitation of a community of truth requires different skills to what is necessary when lecturing a group of 
students in the traditional, scientific style. The required skills are also different to successfully carrying out 
the role of a senior manager in the Academy. Few academics are likely to have all the qualities and skills 
required. 
This does not mean that an academic without all of the necessary qualities will not be successful in 
developing a community of practice similar to the TLC. There are a number of action strategies that can be 
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followed. It is possible to attend training courses that will provide some of the skills. A small, trusted 
subgroup of the main community of practice can advise and help the facilitator. Being open with the 
others in the group, discussing any problems and issues that occur—making the implicit explicit—will be 
helpful in identifying ways to address issues and move the group forward. A disciplined, regular habit of 
conscious reflective practice will be invaluable to the facilitator, enabling her to learn from the events of 
the community of practice interactions and activities. 
Chapter 7 describes a range of action strategies that were found to be useful in the development of the 
TLC. A facilitator can use these action strategies within her own community of practice to develop the 
characteristics of an integrative education learning community, as described by the TLC Learning System 
Model. 
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C h a p t e r  7   
C R E A T I N G  T H E  S P A C E  
“Good teaching is more a giving of right questions than a giving of right answers.” 
 Josef Albers 
This chapter describes action strategies that can be used for creating the space required for a community 
of practice intended to foster an enquiry into integrative education. The “space” refers to the 
environment of connections between people, things and processes that contribute to the effective 
functioning of the community of practice (Section 1.4).  
The action strategies are a range of useful activities, conversations and interactions. These strategies were 
identified by an analysis of the process and activities that took place during the two years in which the TLC 
community of practice has been meeting. The analysis process is described in Section 6.3. The action 
strategies will not provide a step-by-step process for the creation of a successful community of practice. 
The establishment of an academic community of practice like the TLC requires a process that takes place 
over time. For every community of practice, the process will be unique, and the time will depend on the 
events and personalities within the community of practice (Section 6.1). 
I offer the action strategies as suggestions, based on the way they were used within the TLC to assist its 
development. Each strategy will need to be adapted to the variables of the specific situation. The variables 
include the number of people in the group, the specific discipline, the location, the time allocated to the 
group’s work, the personalities of group members, the personality and experience of the facilitator, and 
each individual’s personal concerns and situation. The facilitator of the community of practice will need to 
decide which action strategies are likely to contribute to the development of her group, try it out, and 
change the way she works with it from what she learns. 
The action strategies are divided into five categories, which resulted from the critical analysis described in 
Section 6.3. The strategies are presented following the structure shown in Table 7.1. This structure was an 
adaptation of the structure for tools in the envisaged toolkit, during the second research cycle 
(Section 3.3.1). The action strategies are numbered from 1 to 20, and are listed in Table 7.2. 
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Action Strategy Name 
Purpose Specific purpose of this strategy in the context of the community of practice. 
Description Describe the action strategy and how to use it. 
Include relevant cross-references to previous sections and the Learning 
System Model. 
Timing Suggestions for appropriate instances for using the strategy, and how it might 
work differently in different stages of the process, if applicable. 
Source The origin of the action strategy. A strategy may have been used directly as 
suggested by one of the references; or be an adaptation of such a reference; 
or be something identified by reflective practice on the community of 
practice experience; or something tried from past experience. Sources used 
in the critical analysis (Table 6.1) are not directly cited in the description of 
the action strategy, as the description is usually a result of a synthesis of a 
range of data sources. 
Table 7.1 Structure of an Idea for Creating the Space 
 
Section Action Strategies 
Section 7.1: Identifying the Issues. 1. Asking difficult questions 
2. Why I am here 
Section 7.2: Getting to Know Each 
Other and Developing 
Trust. 
3. Telling stories 
4. Photographs 
5. Me as a metaphor 
6. Nine minutes 
Section 7.3: Understanding Identity.  7. Values workshop 
8. Educational philosophy workshop 
9. Personality testing 
10. Reflective practice 
Section 7.4: Managing Interactions. 11. Ground rules 
12. Questions only rule 
13. Some useful facilitation skills 
Section 7.5: Making the Implicit Explicit. 14. Communicate beforehand 
15. Modelling teaching methods 
16. Structuring sessions 
17. Working with a leadership team 
18. Introducing newcomers 
19. Start-up workshop 
20. Closing workshop 
Table 7.2 Action Strategies 
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Some of the action strategies could fall into more than one category. In these instances, the strategy has 
been categorised in the way it was most frequently applied during the research cycles of the TLC. Some 
strategies are interdependent, and can be used either separately, or together, depending on the specific 
purpose and situation. In these cases, the strategies are cross-referenced (by the number and action 
strategy name in blue), to show their interdependent nature.  
Some action strategies are very similar, or have the same purpose. This is because there is more than way 
to achieve the same goal. The different strategies will be more or less appropriate, depending on the 
variables at the time, and the facilitator then has a choice of strategy.  
7.1 Identifying the issues 
The creation of an effective community of practice is a gradual process. It is useful at the start of the 
process, and at various times throughout the group’s development, to identify the important issues within 
the community of practice. The action strategies described in this section are intended to help bring these 
issues into open discussion within the community of practice. 
1. Asking difficult questions 
Purpose Create an awareness of the divided self (Section 4.5.2.1).  
Description The divided self refers to the difference between what an academic believes and how an 
academic teaches, which is informed by underlying beliefs and values.  
Many academics are not even aware that they have stagnated in their teaching practice, 
and that change could reinvigorate them. Some are vaguely aware that they would like 
things to be different, but are not sure of what they would like to change, or that change 
is possible. 
The main reason for establishing a community of practice such as the TLC is to provide a 
safe space for academics to explore the reasons for the conflict within themselves. 
However, in order to effectively explore the conflict, they must first be aware that a 
conflict exists, that it is quite common and quite natural, and that participating in the 
community of practice can lead to finding ways to resolve the conflict. 
Scientists are used to dealing with facts, and expect questions to have a single, right 
answer (Section 6.4.5). Questions that have no right answer, and deal with feelings and 
emotions are therefore difficult questions for typical science academics to discuss with 
their peers. If they are being honest about their emotions, they will be making 
themselves vulnerable. 
Difficult questions, framed to address the issues at the heart of the academic’s personal 
beliefs about education, will help to identify the nature of each individual’s internal 
conflict, or divided self. 
However, if these difficult questions are asked directly, in the first stage of the 
community of practice’s development, it is unlikely that academics will respond well. 
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Asking questions that are too direct and personal can be confronting for people, 
especially at the early stages of the process. The facilitator needs to gently draw people 
into the conversation. 
Ask questions, in a non-confrontational manner, to create opportunities for people to 
realise that they want to change, and can change, and understand why this is so. The 
questions need to be phrased in a way that has people start to think about what is not 
working in their teaching practice, and how it relates to their personal beliefs and ideals. 
Questions can be very broad to begin with: 
 How are people feeling generally about classes and their students? 
 What are the issues and challenges you face? Why do you think this is so? 
 What would you like to improve? 
 How could we help our students develop so as to become well-rounded 
graduates, or to be better prepared for life after university? 
Be willing, as the facilitator, to share your own feelings. But also be careful not to 
dominate the conversation. It may take participants some time to be willing to 
contribute—if this is the case, be prepared to be silent, and allow the thoughts to 
develop (13. Some useful facilitation skills) 
Once trust and openness is well-established within the community of practice, the 
questions can be more direct: 
 Why are you an academic? 
 If you had not become an academic, what would you have been? 
 What is your responsibility to your students? 
 How well does traditional lecturing work? How could you involve your students 
more interactively? 
 What are soft skills, and how can you incorporate them in your teaching? Why is 
this important? 
 What do you owe to society? 
 What are norms and values? 
 How do you balance your academic life with your life outside your work? 
Timing Ask these questions when the community of practice first forms as a group to help to 
uncover the issues that will be important to explore. It may even be useful to ask these 
kind of questions informally, before the group has formed, in order to generate an 
awareness of the issues that will be relevant to the enquiry. 
There will be times throughout the process when it will seem appropriate to ask similar 
questions to encourage participants to look more closely at themselves and their 
motivations. 
Source Group members’ reflections and discussions during TLC leadership meetings. 
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2. Why I am here 
Purpose Create an awareness of the divided self, and start to think about personal beliefs and 
values relating to education (Section 4.5.2.1). 
Description This is one specific version of a more general idea: 3. Telling stories. It serves the same 
purpose of getting to know each other and develop trust, but also has a more direct  
intention of identifying what is viewed as being important about education. Each 
individual group member will begin to think more closely about their personal beliefs 
about education. At the same time, as the group members share their stories, the whole 
group will learn about each other’s perspectives, and possibly learn from each other as 
well. Group members will start the process of identifying similarities between 
themselves and others within the group, and learning to respect the differences 
between individuals. 
Introduce the exercise as an informal discussion, inviting participants to tell the group 
about how they came to be part of the teaching profession. Don’t pressure anyone to 
share their story if they don’t want to (13. Some useful facilitation skills).  
Some stories will be more interesting than others; let the group interact naturally, but 
watch out for criticism. The facilitator’s role is to make sure group members are not 
criticised, or questioned too much about their story. Respond with empathy, 
understanding, and acknowledgement, whatever the story. Remember that each person 
will have their own reality, and every version of reality is valid, in the context of the 
community of practice. 
Timing This activity is especially appropriate at the start of the group’s development, but can be 
introduced at any stage to have people reconnect with the “heart” of their practice.  
It can work well as an exercise when new people join the group. It will help the new 
members learn about those already in the community of practice, and vice versa. 
Source Personal reflection of this activity, which occurred spontaneously during a TLC 
community of practice session during the fourth research cycle. 
7.2 Getting to Know Each Other and Developing Trust 
The action strategies in this section can help to create a safe space, by developing a feeling of trust 
between group members. This is especially important during the first stage of the community of practice’s 
development (Section 5.3.2). Some of the strategies can be used continuously throughout the process, 
and others can be introduced whenever the facilitator feels they could be useful. 
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3. Telling stories 
Purpose Getting to know each other and developing trust.  
Description Telling stories is informal, interesting, personal, and can be fun. We often tell stories 
unconsciously; this is an exercise specifically designed to have everyone in the group talk 
about an idea as a story. 
Storytelling is well documented as an excellent vehicle for teaching and learning 
(Dudding 2005). Stories help to provide factual information, as well as enabling both 
speaker and listener to learn about themselves by identifying with topics and characters.  
Stories are often the best way of explaining ideas that are abstract, and difficult to 
define; a story will not necessarily define the concept or idea, but by providing an 
example of it, understanding is reached. 
At the same time, as someone tells a story, his listeners learn more about the person 
himself. As we learn about aspects of our colleagues that we did not know, we come to 
understand them better. An interesting outcome of this activity is that we tend to like 
each other better, or at least become more able to tolerate the qualities that may have 
previously irritated us. This comes from a deeper understanding of an individual’s 
personal circumstances and background.  
Some topics for telling stories: 
 The best teacher I ever had. 
 The class I enjoyed teaching the most. 
 The worst/most difficult experience I’ve had with my class. 
 My favourite/least favourite student. 
 What I like most/least about my job. 
 Why I chose to be a teacher/academic. (2. Why I am here) 
A story can be told about virtually any topic—simply choose what seems most 
appropriate to the context and situation. 
Some stories will be more interesting than others; let the group interact naturally, but 
watch out for criticism. The facilitator’s role is to make sure group members are not 
criticised, or questioned too much about their story. Respond with empathy, 
understanding, and acknowledgement, whatever the story. Remember that each person 
will have their own reality, and every version of reality is valid, in the context of the 
community of practice. 
Timing Telling stories is an informal way of developing trust and having participants learn more 
about each other, so is especially appropriate when the community of practice begins to 
meet. However, stories can be told at any point to explore a specific topic in an informal 
way. 
Source The first time the TLC told stories as a conscious exercise was following Palmer’s (1993a) 
example of telling a story about great teachers we remembered. 
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4. Photographs 
Purpose 1. Getting to know each other and developing  trust. 
2. Providing an opportunity for self-expression and exploration. 
Description Photographs are used as a means of projection– ascribing one’s feelings to something 
external to oneself. By contemplating the images in response to a particular question or 
topic, group members reveal inner beliefs and experiences that may not have previously 
been consciously acknowledged. 
The facilitator spreads the photographs out on tables before the group enters the room. 
If it is the first time the photographs are being used, the group will be curious about 
their purpose. 
The facilitator explains the activity: 
 Find a photograph that expresses …whatever the question or topic is. 
 Once you have chosen your photograph, please sit down. 
 If someone picks the photograph you really, really wanted, you are allowed to 
share. (Most times, everyone will find a photograph of their own.) 
 Then ask whoever wants to talk about their photograph to do so. Don’t force 
anyone who does not want to say anything (13. Some useful facilitation skills). 
 Wait patiently for people to volunteer. It is very unusual, once the process begins, 
for anyone to not speak. 
 Don’t interrupt or question the speaker. This is not a discussion, it is simply an 
opportunity for self-expression. Once someone has spoken, acknowledge and 
thank them, then move on to the next person. 
Examples of how the TLC used the photographs: 
 At the start of a research cycle:  
Pick two photographs. The first should express how you feel about your teaching 
practice now;  and the second should describe how you would like to feel by the 
end of this process. 
 At the end of a research cycle:  
Pick a photograph that describes your progress during the semester. 
 During the research cycle, relating to a particular workshop:  
Pick a photograph that summarises what you have learnt about …the topic. 
Figure 7.1 shows ten photographs from the set of sixty the TLC used. The photographs 
are black and white, 240mm x 160mm. The subject matter covers a wide range, although 
many are of people in different settings. The nature of the photographs makes it easy to 
associate emotions with the images. Any set of photographs evocative of a range of 
emotions and a variety of situations would be likely to work in this activity. 
Timing This idea can be used at any stage. 
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Source I first did the exercise when I was working in corporate training in Sydney, Australia in 
the 1990s.  The photographs the TLC used were my original set, purchased from the 
Catholic Education Office, Sydney. 
 
Figure 7.1 photolanguage © 1986 Catholic Education Office, Sydney  
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5. Me as a metaphor 
Purpose 1. Getting to know each other and developing  trust. 
2. Learning about oneself, and one’s educational beliefs and values. 
Description Each group member thinks of a metaphor to describe themselves as a 
teacher/academic/lecturer. By associating oneself with an animal, character or object, 
one discovers previously unconsidered aspects of oneself. It also makes it possible to 
think of doing things in a new way, by making the association with the metaphor. 
Use the chosen metaphor for a discussion or activity. One option would be to simply 
share the metaphor with the group, and explain why it was chosen. Another way would 
be to consider how the person, animal or object of the metaphor would carry out a 
certain activity, then learn from that.  
For example: 
Topic: Ways to achieve your personal goals. 
 Work done prior to session: think about one of your personal goals, and what you 
can do towards achieving the goal. 
 Think of a metaphor to describe yourself as a lecturer. 
 Facilitator provides an example to demonstrate concept:  
Some of the teachers I have had: 
 Science teacher: Witch, but not a very good one, because her experiments 
mostly didn’t work. 
 Biology teacher: Mrs Hedgehog from Beatrix Potter or the-old-woman-who-
lived-in-a-shoe 
 Mouse: she was so quiet, grey and timid I can’t even remember her name. 
 Crow: she had a nose like one, beady eyes and sort of pounced on you. And her 
name sounded that way…. 
 Think of animals, objects, people, characters, and choose one that describes you. 
 Consider the goal you have set for yourself, and the ideas you have suggested for 
working towards it. Now, think about how a  …whatever metaphor you have 
chosen for yourself… would do it. 
 Divide into pairs (picked by the facilitator). 
 Discuss. Open discussion, with no specific instructions. 
 Share with whole group: 
 What opened up/shifted/changed during this discussion from what you had 
thought about and submitted before we began? 
 What can we learn from that? 
 What have you learnt about yourself? 
 How could you use METAPHOR in your own teaching? 
Timing This idea can be used at any stage. 
Source Adapted from Palmer (1993a). 
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6. Nine minutes 
Purpose 1. Getting to know each other and developing trust. 
2. Break the everyday routine and change mode for the community of practice session. 
3. Can also be effective for encouraging people to move beyond their comfort zone. 
Description “Nine minutes” activities are so-called because the intention is to use the first nine 
minutes of a session for an activity that will be different to usual discussions and 
interactions within the community of practice.  
Activities can be used simply to create a break between everyday activities, and clear the 
mind, to ready participants for the TLC session. Activities can also be used to raise 
specific ideas, or start people thinking about topics or themes or ideas that will form 
part of the main session. Some activities can serve to gently push participants beyond 
their comfort zones, by introducing ideas or activities with which they are not entirely 
comfortable. This type of activity should be done with care, ensuring that those who are 
uncomfortable can keep their discomfort private if they prefer. 
Activities can be physical activities, or intellectual, or not-thinking-at-all. The variations 
are endless, and limited only to the imagination of the group. 
Sometimes, the group will talk about the activity and what came from it, before moving 
on; other times there is no need. This is entirely dependent on the events, and at the 
discretion of the facilitator. Sometimes an activity will take less time than the allotted 
nine minutes; sometimes more. It is up to the facilitator to determine whether to allow 
longer activities to continue, or not. 
The TLC decided to give everyone in the group who wanted to run a nine minutes 
activity, the opportunity to do so. I found that it was sometimes useful for me, as the 
facilitator, to discuss the activity with the person who was responsible for running it, in 
advance. This was especially when I wanted to have the activity introduce a specific 
topic or mood. At other times, I simply chose and ran the activity myself, so that I could 
direct it as I needed. 
Here is a list, with very brief descriptions, of some of the nine minutes activities that the 
TLC did: 
 Colouring mandalas.  The word “mandala” is a Sanskrit word that can be 
translated to mean “circle” (The Mandala Project 2011). A mandala is used in 
various religious traditions, and is essentially a circular pattern representing 
wholeness. 
The intention was to spend the nine minutes occupied, but without having to 
concentrate too hard, thereby creating a break and clearing the mind. 
A selection of mandalas, as line drawings, was offered to the group. The mandalas 
chosen were freely available on the internet. The concept of a mandala was briefly 
explained, as not everyone in the group was familiar with it. Each person chose a 
sheet with a mandala, selected some coloured pencils, and quietly, without 
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speaking, coloured in their mandala. After nine minutes, even though most people 
were not complete, we stopped the activity and began the main activity of the 
session. It was interesting that as we talked, some group members continued 
colouring, without losing focus on the main discussion. 
 Poetry reading. A poem was selected and read to the group. There was some 
discussion of how different people interpreted the poem. The intention was to 
create a break from everyday activities, using a tool—literature—that was not part 
of the usual scientific milieu. 
 Flow of consciousness writing. Start writing, whatever thoughts form in your 
head, without censoring these thoughts. Just write them down. Don’t stop to 
think, just keep writing for the nine minutes. At the end of the time allocated, tear 
up the pages.  
This activity was adapted from Julia Cameron’s (1992) “Morning Pages” activity. It 
is intended to clear the mind in preparation for creative thought. A few of the 
group were very unhappy when I tore up their pages. 
 Different perspectives. The group was shown a collection of images that can be 
interpreted in different ways, or were ambiguous. For example the image shown 
in Figure 7.2 can be seen as either a vase, or two profiles. Group members were 
asked to say what they saw in each image. The value of the activity was to provide 
the experience of people seeing different things in the same image, thereby 
demonstrating that we can have different perspectives, both of which are valid. 
This was a concrete demonstration of the philosophical paradigm in which the TLC 
is based (Section 6.4.1.2). 
 
Figure 7.2 What do you see? Vase or profiles? (Bluepuzzle 2011) 
 Giants, wizards and gnomes. This activity was intended to raise the energy levels 
at the start of a two-hour workshop after lunch on a Friday. It was a physical, and 
silly, form of the game: scissors, paper, stone (Hunter et al. 1992). The group was 
divided into two teams, competing against each other. Each team would pick their 
character, then perform the associated, silly and noisy, action. It was fun, but also 
quite uncomfortable for the group members who are used to behaving seriously 
and maintaining their professional status. 
 Origami. Origami is the art of folding paper to form models (Origami Resource 
Center 2011). This activity was intended to create a break from the everyday, with 
people occupied, and concentrating on the concrete task at hand. A range of 
different figures, accompanied by instructions for how to fold the figure, were 
offered. Each member chose a figure, and sheet of coloured paper, then 
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proceeded to create their figure. 
The activity was not entirely successful as it became too complicated. The 
instructions for some figures were incomplete and the coloured paper used was 
slightly too thick to be easily managed. Some of the people who were unable to 
complete their origami figure became frustrated, which had the opposite of the 
desired effect. 
 Meditation. Some different forms of meditation were done as nine minutes 
activities: a guided meditation; meditation on an object; meditation on single 
words; meditation on quotes; listening to music.  
The intention was to create a break from routine and clear the mind. The 
meditation activities proved uncomfortable for some group members, while 
others were more familiar with the practice. 
 Word association. The facilitator starts by saying a word, any word. The  person 
next to her says the first word that comes into her head. The next person does the 
same, and so on around the circle.  
The intention was to have fun, and generate some energy. However, the activity 
did not work at all as expected. Very few of the group members allowed 
themselves to be spontaneous and say whatever word came into their head. They 
either planned what word they would say in advance, therefore not actually 
listening or responding to the word they heard; or they censored the word that 
came to mind, and cast around for another to say out loud. Afterwards, most of 
the group reported that they had found the activity very stressful. On reflection I 
attributed the failure of the activity to the predominance of analytical thinkers 
within the group, as well as a sense of being vulnerable, and possibly being judged 
for saying the “wrong” word. 
 Tell us something we don’t know. The facilitator starts off by telling the group 
something they are not likely to know about her. It can be anything—trivial or 
personal, work-related or about family, whatever she likes. She then throws the 
ball to someone else, who must then say something about himself that he thinks 
the group won’t know. The facilitator must explain upfront that participants can 
say anything they like, as this makes it safe for people to keep it impersonal and 
lighthearted, or personal and serious. The intention was to create a break in 
activity, while also getting to know each other better. 
Timing The TLC chose to do a nine minutes activity at the start of every session, whether it was 
a weekly community of practice session or a special workshop. 
Source This idea was inspired by Owen-Smith’s (2010) description of her practice of seven to 
nine minutes of contemplative practice at the start of each class. 
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7.3 Understanding Identity 
Good teaching derives from the identity and integrity of the educator, not the educator’s technique 
(Palmer 1997). If the educator approaches her practice with an understanding of her whole self, she can 
empower students to make their own connections between self, content and relevance to the world in 
which they live. An understanding of oneself, and being true to that self, empowers an educator be more 
effective in introducing integrative methods into her education practice (Section 4.6.2).  
The activities described in this section are intended to help group members articulate what they believe to 
be important, and to help understand themselves and each other better. These activities will help 
community of practice members to move forward on their personal journeys, as well as to improve 
communication and trust within the community of practice as a whole. 
7. Values workshop 
Purpose Identify and articulate personal values. 
Description The TLC is values-based. It is important for everyone in the group to understand why 
values are important in both the community of practice and our teaching. It is helpful to 
begin by articulating our own values, which are often unconscious. 
The values workshop can be done more than once within a learning community. For 
group members who are doing it for the second time, it provides an opportunity to 
reflect and re-examine their values. In addition, their “learning-by-experience” and 
reflection will contribute to the discussion, and the learning of members participating 
for the first time. 
Each facilitator should plan and run the workshop in a way that is comfortable for them. 
The following plan worked well for the TLC. 
Structure of the workshop 
1. Ask the questions of the whole group: What do we mean by values? Why are 
values important? What does “living your values” mean? 
2. This should lead to a discussion about values being core to how we live our lives, 
and that sometimes it can be difficult to be who we would like to be, due to 
external circumstances, and even internal conflicts.  
3. Ideally, this will be quite a deep discussion. This could be difficult and personal 
for some people within the group. Encourage those who are comfortable to talk, 
and acknowledge that this is something we don’t always discuss, but that it 
nonetheless impacts everything we do. Do not force contributions from anyone 
who is uncomfortable or not willing to share (13. Some useful facilitation skills). 
4. Ask: Why do they think it could be useful to discuss it now?  
5. The discussion should now address the fact that many people do not actively 
reflect on what they believe, but their actions are informed by the values they 
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hold implicitly. The purpose of this workshop is to begin the process of making 
our implicitly held values explicit. Once we know what our values are, we can 
then decide how to use them to positive effect in our lives and our education 
practice. 
6. Show two sets of values, which are in fact the same values in a different order. 
Ask: what would they expect if this was two different people?    
Example: 
 
7. This should lead to a discussion about how different people place a different 
importance on particular values, which can lead to different behaviours, even 
though they might have the same basic set of values. This highlights the concept 
of the validity of multiple realities and perspectives.  
8. Each person works on their own to identify their own values. Start by writing 
down what you believe is important to you. It can be useful to provide a list of 
values as a prompt, but a value does not have to be on the list. Also, a value 
does not have to be reduced to a single word – say it in whatever way makes it 
accessible and understandable to you. 
9. Lists of values, as well as a great deal of information relating to values, norms 
and ethics can be found on the internet. A resource the TLC found helpful was:  
http://www.stevepavlina.com/articles/list-of-values.htm 
10. Divide group into pairs, and have them discuss their thoughts about their values. 
11. Then feedback to the whole group. The discussion that follows will depend on 
what comes up for each person. 
12. Consider addressing the following issues: 
 What was useful, helpful in the exercise? 
 Anybody want to share particular values? 
 What happens if you are working with someone whose values are different 
to yours? 
 There are some values that you will never compromise, and others that can 
be less important. 
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13.  Your values can be used to help you achieve your goals: 
 You are not your values. 
 Identify your personal goals. 
 Now review your values. Which are currently the most important ones? Are 
they helping you achieve your goals. If not, which of your other values, if you 
focused on them, could help you achieve your goals.  
 By changing your focus, you can still live by your values, but use your values 
explicitly to direct you in living towards your goals. The two values lists used 
earlier can serve as an example to demonstrate how one can consciously 
choose to focus on a particular value, in order to develop the related aspect  
of one’s personality or life. 
 This leads to a greater awareness of the importance of values in our lives. 
This awareness will, over time, have an impact in our classrooms. 
14. At the end of the workshop, it is useful to decide on how the group will follow 
up with the ideas that have been developed. 
Timing The values workshop helps to start the process of community of practice members’ 
thinking more deeply about their personal beliefs and values. The sharing of their ideas 
builds understanding and trust within the group. It is therefore useful to do the values 
workshop near the beginning of the group development process. The facilitator must 
not, however, force the concept on the group. 
The values workshop can be repeated at intervals throughout the community of practice 
journey. It can be worthwhile to repeat when newcomers join the community of 
practice, to help to integrate them into the existing belief system.  
Source I developed the values workshop to assist the group make our implicit personal and 
educational values explicit, in order to relate them to our research and teaching 
practice. Making our values explicit would also be useful when developing personal 
philosophies of education, which was intended as a follow up activity. 
 
8. Educational philosophy workshop 
Purpose 1. Articulate personal educational philosophy. 
2. Understand how an underlying value system relates to an educational philosophy.  
Description An educational philosophy is a statement about one’s teaching practice that includes 
one’s understanding of teaching and learning; a description of one’s teaching methods; 
and a rationale for one’s beliefs about education and educational practice (Gerber 
2010). The development of one’s personal educational philosophy can lead to changing 
one’s teaching behaviours, and promote professional and personal growth. 
The educational philosophy workshop logically follows an exploration of personal values, 
as one’s values are part of one’s philosophy (Section 6.4.1). Academics in the group have 
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their own opinions and methods about what constitutes good education; however, 
these ideas are seldom discussed or clearly explained. The value of this workshop is to 
make academics aware of their implicit ideas about education, and begin to formulate 
their own personal philosophies of education. 
Discussing these beliefs in a workshop context allows group members to share ideas and 
learn from each other. This contributes to a more cohesive educational philosophy for 
the community of practice as a whole. 
As with the values workshop, the facilitator will need to plan and structure the workshop 
to suit the particular community of practice group and the situation. Here, as an 
example, is a broad overview of the workshop structure used with the TLC: 
 What is a philosophy of education, and how does it relate to our community of 
practice? 
 How do values relate to a philosophy of education? 
 Examples to learn from. 
 Developing a personal philosophy of education. 
As with values, there is reference material available on the Internet to use as a resource. 
Timing Integrative education is values-based, so it makes sense to explore personal values and 
beliefs before addressing educational philosophy. 
Source Philosophy is the core element of the Learning System Model. I believed that it was 
important for each academic to become aware of their own beliefs about education.  
 
9. Personality testing 
Purpose 1. Learn more about ourselves. 
2. Understand each other better. 
3. Learn more about how differences in personalities can impact communication, 
learning and teaching. 
Description Personality tests are generally used to understand and predict people’s behaviour 
(White 2006). This is achieved through analysing responses to a series of questions, and 
then categorising the individual in terms of the classifications of the particular 
personality test.  
Personality tests need to be used carefully, as one of the dangers is that people will be 
“put into boxes” and stereotyped. However, if the type of test is chosen carefully, and 
the results are treated as informative, rather than definitive profiles, then personality 
testing can provide insight into how individuals behave. 
The factors that are important to consider are: 
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  Participation in personality testing must be optional not obligatory for community 
of practice members. 
 Decide in advance whether results are to remain confidential, or to be shared with 
the group.  
 Choose the type of test carefully, and have a clear plan for how to discuss and use 
the results. 
 Self-exploration of this nature can be unfamiliar and threatening for some people. 
All members of the community of practice must be sensitive to this, even if they 
are themselves comfortable with the concept and process. 
 Personality testing is usually not available free of charge; therefore it will be 
necessary to choose a test that will be both affordable and appropriate for the 
particular group. For example, the TLC did the free online Felder-Silverman 
learning style preference testing (Felder & Soloman 2010), but found the results 
difficult to apply. 
Timing This type of activity would be useful at any stage of the group development process. 
However, it is in the early stages that the group’s focus is on understanding each other 
and figuring out how best to work together. The results of the brain profiling process 
within the TLC were that the academics understood themselves better, were more 
tolerant of each other, and began considering the differences between themselves and 
their students, as well as the differences amongst the students. I would recommend 
doing this type of activity soon after the community of practice is formed. In addition to 
the understanding leading to better communication, members develop an awareness of 
areas of their own personalities that are less “strong”. This can lead to positive action to 
improve their management of these areas.   
Source The TLC used Du Plessis’s (2011) Brain Preference Profile. However, there are other 
systems available, for example, Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (The Myers and Briggs 
Foundation 2011). 
 
10. Reflective practice 
Purpose Develop personal habits of conscious reflective practice within the community of 
practice. 
Description Conscious reflective practice is a process of thinking critically about and analysing one’s 
actions, learning from this process, and then making changes to future actions from 
what has been learned. 
Reflective practice, to be truly valuable, must become a continuous, regular habit. 
In the TLC, we found that it was not enough to remind people about the need to reflect. 
In order to be motivated to make the time for reflecting, people needed to understand 
the value of reflective practice. To be able to realise the value, people needed to 
experience reflective practice as worthwhile. However, without first doing the 
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reflections, they would not be able to experience any value.  
The TLC held a workshop that provided a concrete experience, using a very structured 
reflective process, and this helped to develop the understanding that reflective practice 
was worthwhile, thus enabling group members to realise the value of developing a 
conscious reflective practice. 
Overview of the workshop 
1. Pre-reading: material on reflective practice. 
2. Reflective activity using the Gibbs cycle: 
 
Figure 7.3 Gibbs Cycle (Learning and Skills Improvement Service 2011) 
3. Ask participants to think of an event to reflect on, and learn from. The event can 
be either work-related or personal. 
4. Guide group through the stages of Gibbs cycle. For each step, explain the step, 
then allow for time to carry out the step. No discussion or feedback between 
steps. 
5. Next, reflect on the reflective process just completed: 
 WRITE a reflection on YOUR experience of the activity we have just done, in 
response to the following questions: 
What was difficult to do in the reflection? What was easy? 
What did you learn? Or not? 
6. Debrief activity: 
 The activity has provided each participant with an experience of a reflective 
process. 
 Use the following questions to begin the discussion: 
From what you have read, and what you have experienced in this exercise, 
what do you think is important about reflective practice? 
How can you do it in a way that would be valuable for you, and that would 
support your development? 
What could you put in place to help you make it a regular practice? 
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7. Close the workshop by asking participants to make a commitment to their own 
reflective practice, including what they need to put into place to support 
themselves in the practice. 
Timing The concept of reflective practice can be introduced from the start of the community of 
practice’s development.   
Source Reflective practice is fundamental to the Computing Studio teaching method, action 
research, and integrative education. 
7.4 Managing Interactions 
Traditional academics are good at “lecturing”, that is, telling other people what to do, and how well it was 
or was not done—what has been previously described as competitive individualism (Section 4.4.2.2). This 
ability is not, however, very useful in a community of practice which is aiming for open and honest 
communication, and free exchange of ideas without censure. The ideas presented here are intended to 
help the community of practice move away from the competitive individualist stance, towards an 
atmosphere conducive to mutual trust and creative exploration. 
11. Ground rules 
Purpose Establish how the group will function, to enable open and honest communication. 
Description Ground rules are agreements about the way in which a group will operate. The ground 
rules need to be agreed to by the whole group, with the intention of developing an 
atmosphere of trust. 
Typical ground rules address issues of confidentiality, punctuality and expected 
behaviour.  Ground rules should echo the values of the group, whether implicit or 
explicit. 
Ground rules often exist as an unconscious code of conduct within the group. A 
conscious declaration of the ground rules helps  to clarify for group members what is 
expected of them within the group. It makes it easier for the facilitator, or other group 
members, to bring inappropriate behaviour to the attention of anyone who behaves in a 
manner not in accordance with the agreements that have been set. 
One of the most important reasons for establishing explicit ground rules within a 
learning community in an academic environment is to assist in the management of the 
competitive posturing that is typical of the academic milieu (Section 4.4.2.2). Although 
all group members are supposed to be equal within the community of practice, group 
interactions are easily affected by the power relationships that exist due to the academic 
hierarchy. Junior staff members often feel intimidated by the presence of the more 
senior academics, and tend to not fully participate. Ground rules can help to encourage 
their participation, while at the same time discouraging domination by the more 
outspoken or more senior members of the group.  
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It is difficult to impose ground rules on a group of academics. The rules will function 
better if they are generated by the group itself. There should not be too many ground 
rules; only what is considered really important to the group should be included. 
Ground rules, once agreed, should be visible during group sessions.  It is the 
responsibility of each group member to abide by the rules, and to draw attention to 
anyone who breaks a ground rule. If this is done early on in the group process, it 
reinforces the rules, thus educating and reminding the group before they get into bad 
habits. 
The TLC used the following structure to devise ground rules: 
 The facilitator explained the theory behind the concept and provided examples 
from credible sources (Palmer 2011; Hunter et al. 1992). 
 It was explained that the concept could also be useful in teaching practice. Setting 
the ground rules within the group would provide an example of how academics 
could use the technique at the start of a semester with our students. (An 
academic often takes for granted that her students know what she expects from 
them; however, this is not always the case. Setting explicit ground rules with the 
class provides the opportunity both for the academic to make it clear to her 
students what she expects throughout the semester, and for the students to 
express their expectations of the academic.) 
 The group then made suggestions and agreed on a set of ground rules which they 
believed were important and to which they were willing to adhere.  
 The group discussed ways of ensuring that everyone in the group kept the rules. 
 A poster was made listing the rules, and this was displayed during every 
community of practice session thereafter. 
 It was agreed that if anyone noticed someone else breaking a rule, they were to 
draw the person’s attention to the rule, and request him or her to respect the 
rule. However, the group tended to leave it to the facilitator to manage, which at 
times led to conflict between the facilitator and the rule-breaker, rather than 
helping to recover  the collaborative atmosphere within which the ground rules 
had been established. As the group matured, other members began to take 
greater responsibility both for keeping to the ground rules, and holding others to 
them. 
Timing Ideally, ground rules should be developed near the beginning of the group process. 
However, the typical small group development process indicates that a group may not 
easily generate or adhere to ground rules until the third stage of the development 
process. 
Source Adapted from our experience in group sessions, as well as Palmer (2011)  and Hunter et 
al.  (1992). 
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12. Questions only rule 
Purpose 1. Encourage dominant personalities to talk less, and more reserved people to speak 
more. 
2. Promote the asking of open and honest questions. 
3. Develop the ability to listen actively. 
Description This technique is an adaptation of Parker J Palmer’s concept of a “clearness committee” 
(Palmer 2004). A clearness committee is a process whereby a “focus person”, who has a 
problem, requests four to six other people to serve on the committee, with the intention 
of getting clarity on the problem. 
The three variations of the process the TLC used focus on the asking of questions, to 
explore an issue and get feedback, rather than the entire “clearness committee” 
process, or for solving a problem.  
“If we want to create a space that welcomes the soul, we must speak our own truth to 
the center of the circle and listen receptively as others speak theirs. We must also 
respond to what others say in ways that extend the welcome, something that rarely 
happens in daily life. .” (Palmer 2004) 
In ordinary conversations, we typically respond to others by offering our own opinions, 
or changing the direction of the conversation. The intention of a conversation within a 
community of truth such as the TLC is to learn from each other as we listen carefully and 
explore ideas. This is facilitated by asking open and honest questions to help the speaker 
explore the issue more deeply and truthfully, rather than offering our opinion or 
interpretation as a response. 
Variation 1: Group asks questions of a single focus person 
This first variation of Palmer’s questions-only rule is used to help one group member, 
the focus person, explore his particular issue or situation. Group members ask the focus 
person questions, but do not offer advice or solutions. 
1. Review the rules that will govern the process, to make sure everyone 
understands what is expected of them, and takes seriously the obligation to hold 
the space of trust. 
2. Begin with a few moments of silence, broken by the focus person when he is 
ready to begin. 
3. The focus person describes the issue, his ideas or gives feedback on the 
assignment. (This can be written and given to the group in advance.) 
4. Everyone else listens, without comment or interruption. 
5. When the focus person has completed his presentation, he must indicate to the 
group that they may begin asking questions. 
6. For the specified time, the group members may not speak to the focus person in 
any way except to ask brief, honest, open questions. 
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 Questions should be short and to the point; open, and not advice in disguise. 
 This is not a cross-examination; allow for thought and pauses in the 
question-and-answer process. 
 If you ask the focus person one question and, after he has answered, follow 
up with a second question, that is probably all right. But if you are tempted 
to ask a third question before anyone else has a chance, you need to take a 
deep breath, stop yourself, and remember there are other people in the 
room. 
 Do not ask questions simply to satisfy your curiosity. Your questions should 
come from a desire to support the other person’s exploration and learning, 
as much as possible. 
 If the focus person feels that the question is not open or honest, he has the 
right to say so. However, the questioner does not have the right to explain 
or defend herself. She must just sit back, absorb the critique, and eventually 
return to the process in a more helpful way. 
 The focus person has the right to pass on any question, without explanation. 
If this happens, the group members should try to avoid asking questions of a 
similar nature. 
 If the focus person becomes unsettled in any way, group members are not at 
liberty to comfort or in any way interact with the focus person. In the same 
way, if the focus person makes a joke, group members should not laugh too 
heartily. Smile, and continue. The role of the group is to help the focus 
person devote undivided attention to the issue at hand. The only interaction 
allowed of group members at this point, is TO ASK OPEN AND HONEST 
QUESTIONS. 
 The focus person may find it easier to focus on the issue at hand by NOT 
making eye contact with group members. 
7. Finish with five minutes of affirming the focus person so as to validate the 
experience in a positive way.  
 Individuals may not always agree with the focus person’s opinion’s and 
ideas. However, the purpose of this activity is not to pass judgement, or 
change anyone’s opinions. It is to help the focus person learn from the 
expression of her own ideas.  
 Group members can make positive remarks that validate the process, even if 
they disagree with what has been discussed. 
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Variation 2: Group asks questions of more than one focus person 
This is similar to Variation 1, but the focus person changes, so that more than one group 
member has the opportunity to explore ideas. 
1. The first “focus person” describes their issue or problem, briefly and to the 
point. 
2. Group members listen, without interruption. 
3. When the focus person is ready, she invites questions. 
4. Members of the group ask open, honest questions (in the same way as in 
variation 1). No interruptions, no comments on what someone else has said; 
only questions. 
5. If the focus person wants clarity on the question, state what you have 
understood, or ask the questioner for clarity. The questioner can then either 
agree that you have understood their question, or rephrase the question so it is 
clearer, and still is open and honest. Do not get into a discussion between focus 
person and questioner. 
6. The focus person responds to the questions and also manages who asks 
questions. 
7. If you are the focus person, this is what you need to do: 
 If it looks like more than one person wants to ask a question, call on the one 
you want to hear. 
 If the question is not open or honest, or something to which you would 
rather not respond, say so. 
 If you don’t understand a question, you may ask for clarification before 
answering. 
 Respond to the question, allow a few more, and then pass the focus on to 
someone else. 
8. To pass the question on, ask who has an issue to discuss, then choose the 
person who will be the next focus person. 
9. How to choose the next focus person if no one volunteers an issue: 
 Ask an open, honest question of someone specifically, who will then respond 
and take over as focus person. 
 Ask, of a specific person, an earlier question that you considered important 
and want to take further.  
10. If you are asking a question: 
 Think carefully to make sure the question is as open and honest as you can 
make it. 
 If the focus person asks for clarification, clarify what you meant by the 
question. NOT what you think the answer might be. In other words, keep it 
open. 
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 If you have asked two questions, allow someone else to have a chance. 
 If you are told your question is not open or honest, don’t argue, explain or 
justify. Simply sit back, and join in when appropriate. 
11. Anyone may, at any stage choose to PASS. 
12. The overall facilitator is to make sure that the discussion does move around to 
more than one focus person, and to interrupt if a question is not open and 
honest, and the focus person doesn’t know to handle it. If you are at a complete 
loss, you may hand over to the facilitator. She will then PASS on to someone 
else. 
Variation 3: Round robin 
This variation allows a more flexible discussion in which group members can make 
comments as well as asking questions. 
1. Everyone gets three coloured “tokens”. The TLC used pieces of coloured card. 
2. Take turns to participate in discussion, using tokens. 
3. The facilitator pick the first colour. 
4. As someone speaks, they put that coloured token into the centre of the table. 
5. To make sure everyone speaks, participants can only use the second colour 
when everyone has used their first coloured token.  
6. Rules for discussion: 
 Not “questions-only”, so can ask questions as well as make comments on 
what has been said. 
 Remain open and honest, non-judgemental, do not give advice. That is, 
normal ground rules apply. 
Things to bear in mind: 
 We tried Palmer’s concept of mirroring, but academics were unfamiliar with 
it, and it did not work at all. Mirroring is the process whereby one reflects 
back what one thinks to have been a useful comment, but without 
interpretation. The importance of mirroring is not in the group members’ 
interpretation, but in what the focus person sees when his words are said 
back to him.   
This could be an activity for the TLC to try again in a later stage of the 
community of practice’s development. 
 These activities lead to artificial, unspontaneous discussions. The TLC found 
that after three sessions using these techniques, when we returned to open 
discussions, group members were more thoughtful and respectful than 
before engaging in this type of activity. 
 Different group members reported different experiences after these 
activities. One quieter member disliked being forced to speak, while another 
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quiet member welcomed being made to speak up. A third member said it 
was good to listen to the quieter members’ viewpoints. One dominant 
personality disliked the artificiality and being restricted in what she could 
say. Another member, who while not dominant does speak up freely, found 
the activities relaxing, knowing that the method would reduce conflict 
within the group (Interviews with TLC group members 2011). 
Timing Introduce these activities if dominant personalities need to be curbed, or if introverted 
members need encouragement to speak up. These activities can also be used to develop 
the habit of asking open questions, and an ability to listen. 
Source Variations of Palmer’s (2004) “questions-only rule”. 
 
13. Some useful facilitation skills 
Purpose 1. Explore new ideas and unconventional approaches. 
2. Allow the group dynamics to direct the content and nature of the conversation. 
3. Demonstrate flexibility, and the ability to change the plan. 
Description I have been told by participants of the TLC community of practice that some of my 
facilitation techniques are not always what they would expect (Interviews with TLC 
group members 2011). The effect is often one of providing a different perspective, or a 
new way of looking at a particular issue or concept. 
Every facilitator will run a group in their own way. Here are some of the techniques that 
I use, that may not be found in conventional manuals of how to facilitate groups. These 
methods have developed over time. Some have developed from my own experience; 
others have been taught to me; and  there are those that I have learnt  about from my 
reading. Some of the ideas may seem quite unusual; others are just a different 
perspective on traditional methods. 
 Be, do, have. Typically, we set goals in order to have something. We believe that 
once we have this thing, we will be a certain way. We plan what we must do, in 
order to get the thing we want, and then we be the way we desire.   
The idea of be, do, have reverses the order. It claims that instead of deciding what 
you must have, planning what to do to get it, in order to be a certain way, one 
should start by being the way one wishes.  
For example, if the ultimate goal is to be happy, one should simply choose to be 
happy. If one behaves as a happy person, one will begin doing the things that will 
lead to one having whatever it is that will have one ultimately be happy.  
Of course, this is much easier to talk about, than to accomplish. The reason for 
introducing the idea into the community of practice, is that it can be helpful to 
have supportive colleagues to remind one that one can BE a good teacher, and 
how to DO it and HAVE excellent results will follow.  
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 Asking the question. This concept follows directly from the idea of be, do, have. If 
one decides to BE a certain way, one does not always know what to DO in order to 
achieve one’s goal, or maintain one’s resolve.  
The idea of asking the question refers to the concept that once one has begun an 
enquiry into change, one is already changed, and cannot go back to the way one 
was before asking the question. If one is willing to live with the unanswered 
question and continue the exploration, the question will be answered; often when 
it is least expected.  
 Stretching the elastic band. This is a useful metaphor to explain to participants 
why they should encourage themselves to try out activities and ideas that are out 
of their comfort zone.  
Imagine stretching an elastic band till just before the point at which it would 
break. When you let it go, it immediately retracts. However, it will never go back 
to quite the same length that it was. It will remain a little stretched.  
This is what will happen with people stretching beyond their comfort zone. They 
do not have to embrace, or do, what they have been required to in the activity. 
However, whatever they have learned from it, will change them in some way. 
They will have learnt something that they can choose to use, or not. 
 Not forcing anything. The community of practice space is intended as a safe place 
for every participant. Therefore, while the facilitator will encourage everyone to 
“stretch”, no one must be forced to do anything they do not want to do. At the 
same time, no one must be made to feel uncomfortable for choosing not to 
participate.  
This requires careful thought on the part of the facilitator. Activities and 
discussions that could be perceived as risky, or unusual, must be presented in such 
a way that any group member choosing not to take part is able to make this 
choice, without his level of discomfort being made obvious to everyone. 
 Allowing the conversation to go to unexpected places. This method requires the 
facilitator to have an open mind and be flexible, while at the same time exercising 
discernment.  
If a discussion starts to go in a direction that is different to the original intention or 
goal, the facilitator can choose to either let the conversation develop for a while, 
to see what concepts emerge, or to bring it back to the original topic. A facilitator 
who is not open to new developments runs the risk of losing moments that can 
lead to interesting new ideas. A facilitator who is too flexible, runs the risk of 
wasting the group’s time.  
It is therefore important to balance openness and flexibility with enough 
discernment and discipline to allow conversations to diverge, and to bring them 
back on track when necessary. 
 Hear into speech. This concept comes from the writings of Palmer (1999). It is one 
that traditional educators, accustomed to filling the space with facts and 
information typically find difficult to do.   
The essence of this idea is that of allowing the silence to last until someone other 
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than oneself fills it. For example, if the facilitator asks a question, she typically 
waits a few moments, then if no one responds, she will go on to answer her own 
question. This technique requires the facilitator to find ways of ensuring that 
everyone speaks out.  
This is achieved by allowing sufficient time for participants to think about an issue, 
so they feel able to respond in a meaningful way. It can also mean limiting the 
number of opportunities individuals have to speak, to ensure that everyone in the 
group has the opportunity to contribute. 
 Expect. A number of the TLC members have reported that this technique has 
worked for them in the classroom, as well as in our community of practice (van 
der Post 2011). The foundation of this technique is the belief that one will get 
what one expects. Therefore, if one expects people to be cooperative and 
creative, they will be. If one expects them to be disruptive, that is how they will 
behave.  
The underlying value of importance in this technique is that one must actually 
believe that the behaviour one desires will be forthcoming—hoping is not enough. 
Hoping something will happen is, in fact, believing it will not. Expect that it will 
happen and you are likely to be pleasantly surprised. 
Timing As appropriate during community of practice sessions. 
Source From my own experience, training and various references over time. 
7.5 Making the Implicit Explicit 
Making the implicit explicit is one of the fundamental methods of the TLC, originating from the Computing 
Studio teaching method. It is important for the facilitator to explain the reasons for the activities that take 
place during community of practice sessions. This is part of making underlying, implicit assumptions into 
explicit understanding, which aids the group members’ learning process. Knowledge, once it has been 
made explicit, can be consciously applied by the participants in their own practice. 
14. Communicate beforehand 
Purpose Provide the rationale for a session or activity in advance. 
Description Different members of the community of practice think in different ways, and require 
different types of information in order to be motivated to participate, or to be able to 
understand and carry out what is expected. 
it is important for the facilitator to recognise these differences in personality type and 
learning style. For example, if the facilitator is a “big picture” kind of person, she will not 
be too concerned with the detail of an activity or concept , until she needs to apply the 
detail. Her natural approach will be to briefly state the broad idea of a concept or 
activity, and then begin. Participants who are more detail-oriented will be unclear of 
what is required, or unmotivated to participate. The big picture is not sufficient for 
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them, as they need more detail about what is intended in order to be able to proceed 
successfully. 
The facilitator can accommodate a wider range of personalities and learning styles by 
providing very detailed explanations of her plans for sessions, and for any tasks to be 
completed, by sending out comprehensive emails in advance of the sessions. Those 
community of practice members who are detail-oriented will appreciate the 
information, and feel equipped to complete the tasks. They will come to the sessions 
with sufficient understanding of the purpose, to be motivated to participate. 
However, those members who prefer the big picture are likely to not bother to read the 
long, detailed email. Therefore, communications of this nature need to be carefully 
structured. The important information, that the facilitator wants everyone in the group 
to read, must be clearly highlighted. Then even the “big picture” people will read it. 
One method is to provide a summary first, with the detail following. It can also be 
helpful to use different size fonts, and different colours, to differentiate between 
different types of information, or to draw attention to important points. 
Timing All the time. 
Source Learnt from the experience of facilitating the TLC. 
 
15. Modelling teaching methods 
Purpose Provide academics with an opportunity to learn from the experience of using integrative 
teaching methods. 
Description One of the fundamental concepts of the Computing Studio teaching method, from which 
the TLC has developed, is that of learning-by-experience. The type of skills addressed in 
an integrative learning practice cannot be learned by studying theory alone; active 
experiential learning contributes to the understanding of the concepts and their 
application in the real world. 
The TLC sessions are therefore designed to use integrative education methods during 
the sessions, thereby modelling the application of methods, and providing the 
opportunity for academics to learn from their own experience. Some examples are: 
 Dealing with theory. Rather than present theory in a traditional lecture-style 
presentation, participants are asked to read the theory, and possibly complete  a 
related task, before the session. During the session the theory is applied and 
explored in an activity.  
 Conscious identification of values. A session plan will state what values are 
expected to be highlighted; then the reflection of the plan will identify which 
values were, in fact, part of the interactions. 
 Reflective practice. A reflective practice workshop (10. Reflective practice) can 
help community of practice participants to experience the value of conscious 
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reflection on their practice. Thereafter, reflective practice can be encouraged by 
asking participants to share their reflections during weekly sessions or by posting 
them on the collaborative workspace. 
 Learning-by-experience.  A new method can be applied during a session so that 
participants experience the method in action, rather than just read about, or 
discuss it. For example, 3. Telling stories. Instead of talking about the idea of 
telling stories, and the benefit of doing so, the facilitator will ask the participants 
to tell their stories about a specific topic. Once the activity is complete, the debrief 
will include a section discussion the value of the method, as well as the result of 
the activity. 
Timing It is not possible to model teaching methods in every community of practice session. 
These ideas can be introduced wherever feasible. 
Source The results of the original masters research on the Computing Studio method indicated 
that these teaching methods are best learnt by experiencing them (van der Post 2010). 
Therefore I decided to provide the experience for academics whenever possible in the 
sessions. 
 
16. Structuring sessions 
Purpose 1. Achieve specific goals. 
2. Ensure every session is of value to the group as a whole. 
3. Model teaching methods to provide learning experiences for the community of 
practice members. 
Description In the TLC sessions, I used my normal teaching session plan template to structure the 
sessions. I usually plan my sessions to broadly follow McCarthy’s 4mat cycle (About 
Learning 2011). The 4mat system is based on Kolb’s experiential cycle, and the idea is 
that by planning to include all four quadrants of the model, a session will address all four 
learning styles, and therefore all the participants. 
A simplistic way of using the cycle is to design a session to answer the main questions of 
each quadrant: Why? What? How? and What if? 
 Start by providing the rationale, or motivation for the content and activities—
Why? 
 Then provide the relevant facts or theory—What? 
 Next, do the activity, or in some way address the process or How? of the topic. 
 Finally, provide an opportunity for exploration and for participants to relate the 
concepts to their own practice—What if? 
Each session has one or more specific intended learning outcomes, in the same way as 
would a lesson or session within a module being taught. These outcomes should relate 
directly to the overall goals of the group. If the group knows explicitly what the purpose 
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of the session is from the start, they are more likely to reach the intended goals.  
Example session plans are included in Appendix B and Appendix C. 
Make the session plans available to the group by loading them onto the shared folder, or 
online document management system used by the community of practice, after the 
session. The facilitator can help to provide further understanding of the group process 
and methods by including her reflections on what actually took place, as well as 
identifying how values were demonstrated in the session. 
Some sessions will be more formally structured than others. The structure will be 
dependent on the topic and nature of the activities. Group members of the TLC have 
indicated that varying the structure each week makes sessions more interesting. 
Each facilitator, and community of practice, will find the style and structure that suits 
their particular context. It is important that whatever the chosen structure and style, the 
facilitator explains what is being done, and the reasons for it being done in this way. 
Making the implicit explicit in this way helps the group members to understand the plan 
and purpose underlying the community of practice sessions. It also helps them to learn 
from the example that is being modelled during the session (15. Modelling teaching 
methods), so as to be able to use it in their own teaching practice. 
Timing Create a structured plan for each weekly session or workshop. 
Source From the session plans of the TLC. 
 
17. Working with a leadership team 
Purpose Assist and advise the community of practice facilitator. 
Description Facilitation of a community of practice such as the TLC is a very demanding role. Few 
academics have the necessary combination of skills and experience. A group of trusted 
colleagues can function as an advisory leadership team to assist the facilitator in her 
task. 
The leadership team will consist of the facilitator and two or three colleagues. These 
colleagues must be members of the community of practice, and be as committed to its 
success as the facilitator. Ideally, the facilitator will be able to choose colleagues with 
similar values and goals. It can be useful for these colleagues to have some of the skills 
and abilities the facilitator may lack, thereby helping to provide assistance in these 
areas. 
The leadership team should meet on a weekly basis, to discuss what has taken place in 
the weekly community of practice sessions. The role of the leadership team is to identify 
issues, come up with suggestions for resolving issues, and ideas for planning 
forthcoming sessions. 
Explain the role of the leadership team to the other members of the community of 
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practice. This will demonstrate that the leadership of the community of practice is not 
solely in the hands of one person; different perspectives, and realities, will be brought 
into the direction of activities. Ownership of the community of practice space is also 
likely to be broader, if more than one person is seen to be contributing to its leadership. 
One or more members of the leadership team should be developing their own 
leadership ability, so as to be able to facilitate sessions themselves. 
Timing The leadership team may form naturally from the relationships within the community of 
practice, or it may be something the facilitator actively seeks.  
Source Some authors recommend that the leader of an action research project is aided by a 
“steering committee” (Dick 2000), which is a similar concept to the leadership team of 
the TLC. However, the TLC’s leadership team developed from the interactions between 
myself and my supervisors, not from a conscious decision to create a team to lead the 
project. 
 
18. Introducing newcomers 
Purpose Ensure newcomers to the group have sufficient background to facilitate their 
introduction to the community of practice, and to enable them to participate effectively 
as soon as possible. 
Description The nature of an informal group is that some members will be part of the group for a 
while, then leave, and others will want to join after the group has been active for some 
time. 
It is important for the facilitator to understand that different members will be at 
different phases of their own personal journeys into investigating their education 
practice. The phase of an individual’s personal journey may not easily align to the stage 
of the community of practice’s development (Section 5.4). 
Learning about the community of practice is achieved by experience, not be reading the 
theory (Section 4.4.1). Therefore, as learning about how the community of practice 
works can only take place from participation in the community of practice, it is not an 
easy task to successfully introduce newcomers into the group. 
It is not enough to provide newcomers with background material to read. Even if they do 
read the material, they will not understand it sufficiently without having the experience 
of being a part of the community of practice. The facilitator must therefore endeavour 
to provide the newcomers with some experience of the TLC method before they attend 
their first session, or as a conscious part of the first session they attend. 
This can be done by giving a newcomer a task to which they must apply the theory that 
is contained in background reading material. The task would be to identify certain 
concepts—choose whatever is most relevant for the stage of the community of practice, 
and then to decide how these concepts could be applied to his own practice. The 
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newcomer would then have to read the material in order to complete the task.  
At his first community of practice session, a newcomer would then use his background 
reading and task preparation to introduce himself to the community of practice. He 
would talk about why he was joining the group and what he hoped to get out of it. After 
the first session, a newcomer should reflect on the process he had followed to prepare 
for, and participate in, the session, and discuss his observations with the facilitator. This 
provides the newcomer with the opportunity to experience active reflection and 
learning-by-experience, at the same time as participating in the community of practice 
session. 
It is advisable to suggest to newcomers that they take some time initially to observe and 
listen during sessions, to a greater degree than what they talk within the group. This will 
help them to understand the way the community of practice functions. The ground 
rules, and the reason for having ground rules, need to be explained before newcomers 
come to a session, so they know in advance what will be expected of them.  
If there are existing community of practice members who are willing to have newcomers 
observe them in class, this could also be a useful way to introduce newcomers to the 
intention and goals of the community of practice. 
Timing When one or more newcomers join the community of practice. 
Source The TLC has learnt from experience that the introduction of new members is not a 
straightforward process. This is the action strategy I have developed for managing the 
introduction of newcomers to the group, although I have not yet had the opportunity to 
test it out. 
 
19. Start-up workshop 
Purpose To determine group goals and process. 
Description Any group that comes together will have a first, or start-up meeting. The academic year 
naturally falls into sections, or semesters, with group members likely to have different 
schedules and commitments as the semesters change. It is advisable for a community of 
practice such as the TLC to have a start-up session at the beginning of each semester. 
Although the initial start-up session will be the first for the community of practice, the 
format and content will not be all that different from later start-of-semester sessions. 
A start-up workshop needs to set clear expectations and goals for the semester. 
Plan for Start-up Workshop 
1. Send out agenda and preparation in advance of workshop. Preparation can 
include a review of progress to date, if it is not the initial start-up session, and a 
request for members to consider their goals for the coming semester. 
2. Opening “nine minutes” activity. 
3. Plan for the semester: 
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 Agree on the ground rules for the group. 
 Set the goals for the group as a whole. 
 Set personal goals and explain how they will fit into the group goals. 
 Decide on meeting times. 
 Set dates for workshops if there are topics that have been identified as 
necessary. 
 Make any other agreements that are relevant for the semester. 
4. Decide on topic or theme for next session, and the preparation or activity to be 
done beforehand. 
5. Follow up with a summary email. 
Timing At the start of the semester. 
Source From the session plans of the TLC. 
 
20. Closing workshop 
Purpose To review progress and begin the planning process for the next research cycle. 
Description Part of the action research cycle is to review and analyse the results of the actions and 
interventions of a cycle, and use what one learns from this process to set goals and plan 
actions for the next cycle. 
Ideally, community of practice participants will have been engaged in reflective practice 
throughout the cycle, or semester. This workshop provides an opportunity to summarise 
those reflections, as well as to reflect on the overall group process and progress. 
Each group will structure their closing workshop to suit their own community of 
practice’s nature and context. However, any closing workshop should be designed to 
acknowledge successes, identify any problem areas that may exist, and create a clear 
expectation of what will happen next. 
The TLC usually sets aside two to three hours for a closing workshop, so that everyone 
has the opportunity to share their ideas and be heard. Here is an overview of the typical 
structure of a TLC closing workshop: 
1. Send out agenda and preparation in advance of workshop. Participants are 
requested to review the goals they set at the start of the semester, and to 
reflect  on the progress that has been made towards achieving these goals. 
Sometimes the facilitator provides a list of “points of reflection”, or questions to 
help the reflective process. 
2. Opening “nine minutes” activity. 
3. Individual reflection on group activities. 
4. Individual reflection on personal experience. 
5. Group feedback. The TLC has found a useful way to give feedback is to go 
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around the circle, with each group member offering a contribution which is 
captured on flipcharts, or the whiteboard. While feedback is given, there is no 
discussion. Once everyone has said everything, the group moves on to the next 
activity. 
6. Group discussion about what has emerged. 
Timing At the end of the semester. 
Source From the session plans of the TLC. 
 
7.6 Summary 
Part 3 (Chapters 5 to 7) presents my understanding of the space of the TLC. The space includes the 
connectedness of the people, objects, processes and interactions that make up the community of 
practice. 
The development of the TLC community of practice was a process that took place over a period of two 
years. Initially, I had believed that a result of the research project that led to the establishment of the TLC 
community of practice would be a concrete toolkit that other academics could use to help them establish 
a similar learning community faster, and more easily. 
However, as I came to better understand the process the TLC had gone through, I realised that a concrete 
toolkit such as I had envisaged would not actually serve other academics. Much of the value for the group 
members of the TLC had been in going through the process, and improving their own personal growth and 
development. Shortcutting the process with a toolkit would defeat the purpose of the enquiry. 
In addition to the process of the community of practice’s development taking place over time, it is 
important that the academics involved are open to an experiential philosophy. Some academics in the 
group are likely to be traditional positivists; however, if the facilitator is a strong personality and grounded 
in an interpretivist-constructivist or experiential paradigm, she will be able to introduce activities that can 
establish the importance of understanding multiple realities and perspectives. As the group develops, a 
conversation about integrative education can begin to transform individual perspectives, and thus their 
practices. 
Chapter 6 presented the TLC community of practice as a learning system. The five elements of the 
Learning System Model were used to explain the characteristics of the TLC. These characteristics can be 
used as guiding principles for the development of other communities of practice grounded in the 
philosophy of integrative education. The way to do this, is to devise action strategies to implement within 
a community of practice, with the intention of developing the characteristics of an integrative education 
learning community within the group. 
 
CHAPTER 7 
CREATING THE SPACE 
  Page 235 
Action strategies that were found to be useful in the development of the TLC as an integrative education 
learning community have been presented in this chapter. These strategies can be studied, and tried out in 
other learning communities. The action strategies of the TLC will likely need to be adapted by a facilitator 
for the variables of her own learning community. These variables include the context of her group, the 
number of people, her discipline, the available time, and the individual participants. 
The following chapter is the only chapter in Part 4, which concludes this thesis report.  
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C h a p t e r  8   
R E S O L V I N G  T H E  L I V I N G  C O N T R A D I C T I O N  
“A very wise old teacher once said: “I consider a day’s teaching wasted if we do not all have one 
hearty laugh.” He meant that when people laugh together, they cease to be young and old, 
master and pupils, jailer and prisoners. They become a single group of human beings enjoying 
 its existence.” Gilbert Highet  
Part 3, containing Chapters 5, 6 and 7, presented my living theory of the space in which the TLC 
community of practice was created. I explained the nature of the community of practice’s journey from 
Computing Studio to The Learning Community (TLC) in Chapter 5; presented the TLC as a learning system 
in Chapter 6; and recommended action strategies for use in similar communities of practice in Chapter 7. 
The purpose of Part 4, which is this chapter, is to present a holistic overview of how the process and 
results of the Computing Studio/The Learning Community action research project have contributed to my 
living theory of practice, and the resolution of the living contradiction within my own practice. 
In Section 8.1 I revisit the issue of concern from which the study originated, and discuss the research 
process I followed to address the concern in Section 8.2. Section 8.3 explains how I arrived at my final 
research question. I provide my perspective with regard to the validation of the research in Section 8.4, 
and discuss the research contribution in Section 8.5. I explain the shortcomings of the research in 
Section 8.6. Section 8.7 describes future activities relevant to the research, and I offer a final conclusion in 
Section 8.8. 
8.1 Revisiting my “Living Contradiction” 
The aim of a living theory enquiry is to allow the researcher-practitioner to conduct an action research 
investigation into the “living contradiction” she is experiencing in her practice (Section 1.3). 
A living contradiction typically results from a disconnect between the researcher’s personal values and the 
values that she is living out in her practice. This contradiction, also known as the researcher’s “divided 
self” (Section 2.3.1), occurs because the values of the organization within which she is working, and which 
are imposed upon her, conflict with her personal belief system. The goal of a living theory enquiry is to 
enable the researcher-practitioner to resolve the conflict, or to find some way in which she can live with 
the conflict, by better understanding it. 
The conflict I was experiencing related to the lack of holistic education of students within the Department 
of Computing Sciences at NMMU (the department in which I work). At the start of the project, I was not 
able to articulate the exact nature of my living contradiction. Its nature became clearer as the project 
progressed. By the end of the third research cycle—Semester One, 2011—I better understood my 
concern. Students required an integrative education in order to be prepared for their role in society. 
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Current teaching practice within the Department of Computing Sciences was not providing the type of 
education that would address their needs in a holistic manner, but was focused on content knowledge. 
My personal values (Section 1.3.1) required me to try and change the situation, so that a more integrative 
approach to education would become the norm across all modules within my department. 
The research question that focused my enquiry was: How can we create a space to foster a teaching and 
learning enquiry aimed at promoting integrative education; a space that enables academics within a 
Science Faculty to develop their own knowledge and educational practice, whilst contributing to and 
supporting each other’s learning? 
An action research enquiry, over four research cycles, led to my theory of practice, presented in this 
thesis. This theory documents a process that has created an environment that fosters the development of 
integrative education amongst my colleagues, which did not exist before the start of the project. 
8.2 The Action Research Cycles 
Each action research cycle corresponded with one semester of the academic year. There have been two 
cycles in each of the two years of the project’s duration to date, 2010 and 2011. This has resulted in four 
research cycles.  
An action research cycle has five phases: Observe, Reflect, Act, Evaluate and Modify (Section 3.1). I found 
that in each of the four cycles, these phases tended to overlap. I interpreted the actions and outcomes of 
the cycles in sections that would allow for and explain the overlap of the phases: 
 Initial goals and objectives (which comes from observation and reflection on the situation); 
 The plan of action for the cycle (which sets out the actions to be undertaken); 
 The activities, an analysis of what was actually done and the results (which involves action, 
observation, reflection and evaluation); 
 Emergent aspects, or new ideas and concepts that arose from the activities (identified by 
reflection and evaluation); and 
 An indication of the results and implications for the following cycle (which involves evaluation 
and modification). 
Throughout the four research cycles, I followed the process recommended by McNiff and Whitehead 
(2006) for interpreting the data that I collected (Section 2.4.3.2):  
1. Making a claim to knowledge. 
2. Establishing criteria and standards of judgement. 
3. Selecting data. 
4. Generating evidence. 
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I treated the four items as iterative and non-sequential steps that made up the entire interpretation 
process. I reviewed and interpreted all the data I had collected over all four research cycles to contribute 
towards my living theory. 
My action plan for each cycle had the same main activities, with variations as appropriate for each 
individual cycle. In each cycle I had a personal plan, as well as a plan for the research group to follow 
(Section 2.4.2). 
My personal plan for each research cycle was: 
 Reflect and evaluate on the results of the previous cycle. 
 Refine my focus, and set research goals for the new cycle. 
 Observe, participate and intervene as required in the group activities. 
 Hold weekly planning and reflection meetings with my PhD promoters, who were also very 
active members of the Computing Studio group.  
 Write my reflections on a regular basis. I developed a blog web site on the university intranet 
to record my reflections. The site was private and shared only with my promoters. 
 Collect data in various ways, including observation, recordings, interviews and email. 
 Ask for formal feedback in the form of personal reflections from members of the group. 
 Analyse data obtained and my own observations to determine how to proceed. 
 Develop my personal “living theory”. 
The general plan for the group for each research cycle was: 
 Hold an introductory workshop session at the start of the semester for all academics who had 
expressed a desire to apply the method. The intention, for the first research cycle was to 
introduce and contextualise the teaching method to the academics. Each subsequent research 
cycle would have an introductory session to agree on goals and activities for the semester. 
 Have weekly meetings designed to build a community of practice within the research group, 
for academics to share experiences and ideas. 
 Obtain feedback from academics within the group and students of the participating modules 
about the teaching methods and their experiences. Formal student feedback was requested 
both at mid-semester and at the end of the semester. Academics were requested to provide 
informal feedback continually, written personal reflections on a weekly basis, and formal, 
written feedback at the end of the research cycle. 
 Identify, from the information obtained during the semester, how the Computing Studio 
method could best be used to improve teaching practice within the research group and 
contribute to the Computing Sciences department as a whole. 
 Hold a concluding workshop at the end of each cycle, to assess progress and begin the 
planning process for the next cycle.  
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My interpretation of the actions and outcomes of each cycle contributed to the refinement of my research 
focus, and my understanding of practice. 
8.3 Refinement of the Research Question 
My initial research question was broad, aimed at using the Computing Studio teaching method, developed 
during previous research, to improve teaching practice: 
 How can Computing academics best be prepared for implementing the Computing Studio 
teaching method?  
 What happens when the Computing Studio teaching method is implemented? 
 Why is this method important for Computing education? 
 How can the effectiveness of the method be measured? 
The research project was initially intended to explore ways to teach for high-level cognitive skills. High-
level cognitive skills include the cognitive and conceptual skills at the higher levels of Bloom’s taxonomy of 
educational objectives in the cognitive domain, and soft skills that are not explicitly taught in university 
courses (Section 1.1 and Section 3.2.4.1). These skills include competencies such as the critical analysis of 
information, solving of new problems, communication and collaboration, as well as the ability to apply 
content knowledge to deal with real world situations (Jerald 2009). Previous research had identified that 
students within my department—Computing Sciences at NMMU—graduated with strong technical skills, 
but their high-level cognitive skills were inadequate for their expected role in the graduate marketplace.  
This situation was contradictory to my values and educational philosophy (Section 2.4.1). I believed that a 
university education needed to address the student as a whole person, and prepare the student to take 
up a productive role in society. My belief is that our students should therefore be provided with the 
opportunity to develop critical life skills, in preparation for fulfilling their potential in society. In my 
teaching practice, however, I found that students, even at a postgraduate level, had the expectation that 
subject-related content knowledge was the only valid component of a module; and marks were the only 
important criterion for measuring success. This was confirmed in discussion with colleagues, who had 
experienced the same attitude amongst their students. 
“I have no hard data to support my statement that I think that marks are 
important to students (well not in the sense that surveys have been done to 
establish this and to what degree it is true). My experience of teaching suggests 
that students value academic activities that have marks associated with them 
and will put effort into them, and value non-marks bearing activities less and put 
less effort into them (particularly if they are under work and time pressure). 
Possibly some “types” of student would be less concerned about marks. Students 
are not always in a position to see artefacts or activities in the context of 
improving the “big picture”. This is a perspective that views marks as a 
motivator.” 
 (Case Study feedback from lecturers 2009) 
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The perspective of marks being the motivating factor resulted in students attributing little importance to 
the development of other important life skills, or their own holistic growth and development. I believed 
this attitude was shared by the majority of my colleagues in the Department of Computing Sciences. I 
believed this because of my understanding that a student’s value system is developed from the values of 
the pedagogy within which he is educated (Section 4.4.2.2). 
Towards the end of the first research cycle, my exploration became more focused, with the goal on 
making the implicit explicit, and aiming to develop concrete tools that would assist us to better 
understand and develop our own practice. My research question, for the second research cycle—
Semester Two, 2010—reflected this shift in focus: How do I develop the ideas encompassed by the 
Computing Studio teaching method into a toolkit to assist academics (with different backgrounds, 
experience and personalities, and presenting different types of modules) to teach for high-level learning? 
During the process of the research project, I came to realise that, to implement new teaching methods 
that would develop high-level cognitive skills and encourage a more holistic teaching approach, the 
academics would require more than concrete tools to assist them. The academics, themselves, would 
need to change. They needed to recognise the differences between traditional, existing methods that 
allowed them to remain separate from their students, and the whole person approach of integrative 
education (Palmer 1997). Amongst other things, the academics would need to allow themselves to be 
vulnerable, to be willing to admit they did not have all the answers, and that it was all right to make 
mistakes. Unless the academics were willing to change, it would not be possible for them to teach in a 
holistic way. 
During the first two research cycles—Semester One and Semester Two, 2010—I experienced an 
enthusiasm for teaching and a willingness to develop self-awareness amongst the research group 
members, as a result of the group’s activities (Section 3.3.4). I was greatly encouraged by this outcome, 
which led to me changing the focus of my enquiry. Instead of focusing on methods for improving teaching 
practice, I wanted to understand how we were managing to create an environment of change, in which 
traditionally positivist, Science academics were embracing the idea of holistic, integrative education 
(Section 4.2), which required a shift in traditional lecturer-student hierarchical relationships (van der Post 
2011).  
At the start of the third research cycle, my research question (Section 8.1) was focused on exploring the 
trusting, exploratory space we had created: How can we create a space to foster a teaching and learning 
enquiry, in which individual Computing Sciences academics can develop their own knowledge and 
educational practice, whilst contributing to and supporting each other’s learning? 
The question was further refined by the start of the fourth cycle—Semester Two, 2011—after three 
colleagues from the Department of Mathematics became core members of the research group 
(Section 5.1): How can we create a space to foster a teaching and learning enquiry aimed at promoting 
integrative education; a space that enables academics within a Science faculty to develop their own 
knowledge and educational practice, whilst contributing to and supporting each other’s learning? 
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This was my research question for the fourth research cycle, which is the final cycle documented by this 
thesis. 
8.4 Validation of the Enquiry 
A living theory action research enquiry must be judged in terms of standards of judgement that reflect my 
values (Section 1.4.1 and Section 2.4.4). The standards of judgement are not separately referred to in 
specific sections of the thesis for validation. I view my research enquiry and the thesis documenting the 
enquiry as a holistic work, with the standards of judgement relevant and applicable throughout.  
I will now explain how I believe I have addressed six standards of judgement that I set for myself (Section 
1.4.1), in accordance with the recommendations of the living theory methodology. I will provide examples 
of evidence supporting my claim. These examples are presented as illustrations of the process I followed 
in interpreting how my values were lived out as standards of judgements. The reader will find other 
examples throughout the document. The first three standards of judgement are discussed in separate 
subsections; the last three are closely related, and are therefore discussed together in the fourth 
subsection. 
8.4.1 Does the account of my enquiry clearly explain the relevance of my values to 
my practice and provide evidence of a commitment to them in my teaching and 
research practice? 
Throughout my research, and in the process of writing this report, I have considered the personal values I 
believe are relevant to my educational practice (Section 1.3.1): 
 Academic freedom; 
 Integrity; 
 Nurturing growth and self-fulfilment; 
 Education of the whole person; 
 Reflective practice; 
 Responsibility for one’s own learning, growth and development; 
 Respect for individuality and each person’s right to their own ideas, beliefs and values; 
 Creativity and innovation; 
 Flexibility; and 
 Developing understanding by making the implicit explicit. 
The decisions I made regarding interventions and activities were grounded in my underlying values and 
beliefs. As I have reported on the research enquiry, I have made reference to instances that demonstrate 
these values in practice.  
For example, a value that I hold as important, but am not always successful in living out, is the last in the 
list: developing understanding by making the implicit explicit. The personal blog site (Section 4.7) that I 
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have used for writing my reflections since the beginning of the third research cycle—Semester One, 
2011—has helped me to improve the ability to live out this value. As I wrote my reflections, I was able to 
consciously consider my actions and the activities of the group, and determine ways to improve practice. 
The brain profiling exercise (Section 3.3.3.2) that was done during the second research cycle—Semester 
Two, 2010—made me aware of the need to provide more detail for my colleagues—making my own 
actions explicit for the community of practice. My learning about the need to explain myself has 
continued throughout the research project. The writing of this report was, in itself, an iterative process of 
making unconscious assumptions clearer. 
A second example is that of my value of reflective practice. In the third and fourth research cycles I 
improved my personal reflective practice by making regular entries on my personal research blog site 
(Section 4.7). In the fourth research cycle, I held a reflective practice workshop with the community of 
practice. The workshop contributed to the other group members’ recognition of the value of reflective 
practice (Section 5.3.2.4). 
8.4.2 Does my research report demonstrate my commitment to nurturing each 
individual’s growth, learning and development in a holistic manner? 
I have provided extracts from reflections and other communications between myself and members of the 
TLC community of practice throughout this report. These extracts are intended to provide evidence of the 
growth and development that has taken place within the community of practice. My commitment, as 
facilitator of the community of practice, to create an environment in which each member’s learning and 
growth could be safely developed, formed the foundation for the development of all the members of the 
community of practice. 
One example is my determination to maintain the safety of the community of practice space. The 
openness and trust within the community of practice allowed the group members to feel that they could 
safely express their own opinions, without fear of criticism, or attack from other members who might not 
share their opinions (Section 3.3.3.3). This enabled them to learn and grow in their own way, and at their 
own pace. When the trust within the community of practice was threatened at the beginning of the third 
research cycle by the introduction of a large proportion of new members (Section 4.4), and again at the 
start of the fourth research cycle by the behaviour of one dominant group member (Section 5.3.2.4), I 
explored different methods until I found a way to re-establish the trust, so that individuals would once 
again be able to develop in their personal journeys towards integrative education. 
A second example is my commitment to try and find a way to keep Catherine in the group, despite her 
confrontational behaviour throughout the research cycles (Section 5.3.2.4). I was very encouraged when, 
during the interview I had with her towards the end of the fourth research cycle, she described how she 
believed the TLC had contributed to the improvement of her teaching practice, and acknowledged my 
successful facilitation of the group (Interviews with TLC group members 2011). 
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My exploration of personality types through a brain profiling process is a third example of my desire to 
nurture each individual in the way most appropriate to his or her particular needs (Section 3.3.3.2). The 
brain profiling process allowed the participants to learn more about themselves, as well as helping me to 
understand the different ways in which each person might respond to the activities within the group. As a 
result, I changed some of my methods of communication. For example, I began providing more factual 
information in email communications, as  the brain profiling process had shown that while I do not focus 
on factual detail, my colleagues liked being provided with supporting facts (Section 3.3.3.2). 
8.4.3 Does this thesis show evidence of originality, innovation and creativity, as well 
as critical analysis? 
I have endeavoured to make my analytical process explicit. I have described my data collection and 
interpretation processes (Section 2.4.3.1 and Section 2.4.3.2), and have included my plans of action for 
each research cycle. These plans were followed by a description of the actual activities and my 
interpretation of the outcomes in relation to the intended plan (Chapters 3 and 4). 
At the end of  the fourth research cycle, I reviewed the data I had collected during all four research cycles, 
and extracted elements I considered of importance in terms of my research question. I then referred to 
relevant literature and existing theoretical concepts, and synthesised my findings to describe the 
community of practice and its processes (Chapters 5, 6 and 7). The theoretical concepts, for example, 
small group development models and the movement approach, were integrated with my experience, and 
used to describe the development process, or journey, of a specific group—the TLC community of practice 
(Section 5.3). 
In the process of interpreting the events and results of the research project, I realised that I have created 
something that did not previously exist within my own department (Computing Sciences), and the 
Department of Mathematics. There is now a productive, enthusiastic group of academics, committed to 
improving their teaching practice, and communicating with each other at a deeper level than before the 
project began. The activities of the group have led to more open communication between the two 
departments, and more understanding relationships between staff members (Reflections of Research 
Group Academics, Fourth Cycle 2011). 
My living theory of practice makes use of the Learning System Model developed during my masters 
research. In working with the model, I realised it was incomplete, and amended the Philosophy element 
(Section 3.2.4.4).  I then used the model to describe the abstract concept of a “safe space” in a concrete, 
factual manner. 
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8.4.4 Have I successfully, through my reflective practice, made implicit knowledge 
and understanding explicit in a manner that is accessible to the reader of the 
account? 
Is my account of my enquiry comprehensible? 
Is the report an ethical and truthful reflection of the events of the research 
activities? 
These three standards of judgements all relate, in different ways, to the report being an honest and 
coherent description of my research enquiry. 
Prometheus and Alice have worked closely with me throughout both the research process and its 
documentation, as core members of the TLC, as part of my leadership team, and as my PhD promoters. 
Both would classify themselves as being closer to the traditional, scientific end of the spectrum than I, and 
this is acknowledged by their brain profiles. I have always acknowledged their expertise and been grateful 
for their assistance. I have requested their opinions throughout the process, and paid close attention to 
their feedback. 
The use of personas, provided by the TLC participants themselves (Appendix A), is an example of an 
ethical approach to including personal information in a public report such as this thesis. 
I requested the members of the TLC community of practice for feedback on my description of the TLC as a 
learning system and the associated action strategies (Section 6.3.1.2). The group accepted my theory, with 
their main recommendation for change being to include evidence of the value group members had gained 
from their participation in the community of practice (Section 5.4). 
I have incorporated the recommendations of my leadership team, and the other community of practice 
members, in writing this document. In this way, I believe I have conducted my research to fulfil my chosen 
standards of judgement. 
8.5 Research Contribution 
A living theory describes the results of the investigation of the researcher-practitioner into her own 
practice. The contribution of a living theory enquiry can be in terms of both theory and praxis (Section 
1.4). The ideas described by the theory can be applied by other researcher-practitioners, as action 
strategies, to explore similar practices. Therefore, I will discuss the contribution of this research both in 
terms of my own investigation, or my experience of the TLC community of practice, and how the concepts 
described by the theory could be used to contribute to future research and in practice. 
The Computing Studio/TLC research project has resulted in my living theory of developing a space for an 
enquiry into integrative education, within a traditional Science faculty. The theory has four main 
components: 
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 The nature of the development process (Section 8.5.1); 
 The description of the space (Section 8.5.2);  
 Action strategies for creating the space (Section 8.5.3); and 
 The relevance to the discipline (Section 8.5.4). 
In addition to the contribution made by the development of my theory of practice, participation in the 
research process contributed to the practice of individual group members (Section 8.5.5). 
8.5.1 Nature of the Development Process 
The development of the TLC community of practice can be described as a journey (Section 5.3). The value 
of understanding the nature of the TLC’s development in terms of a journey is that it helps one to realise 
that the creation of a learning community, dedicated to developing an integrative education practice, 
cannot be done in a formulaic way.  
An academic community of practice exploring integrative education is created within a philosophical 
paradigm that encourages consensual truth. This environment will necessitate a journey of transformation 
for the participants (Section 6.1). The journey is an experiential process that requires time, at least one to 
two years, and will be different for each person, and each group, that undertakes the journey. The journey 
will require the participants to be willing to learn about themselves, and to transform themselves. This is 
necessary if they are to transform their teaching practice, and ultimately their students. 
It would have helped me, as the facilitator of the TLC community of practice, if I had known what to 
expect, at different stages in the development process. I would have been more prepared for how to 
manage the events or behaviours to the benefit of the group, rather than reacting to what happened, 
without understanding the reasons behind the events. The journey, while being unique for each group, is 
likely to contain the same theoretical concepts that were identified in the TLC’s journey, as each group will 
be engaged in a similar process of enquiry. I therefore present my description of the TLC’s journey in 
relation to four different theoretical concepts, so as to help another group recognise the typical indicators 
of the different stages of the journey, and to better understand the causes of the events taking place. 
The facilitator of another group could use this description as a tool to understand the current stage of 
development of her group, as well as what types of behaviours to expect in future development. This 
could assist the planning of activities and enable the facilitator to prepare for ways to handle potentially 
difficult interactions. 
I identified four concepts that interdependently affected the development of the group. The four concepts 
are: small group development models (Section 5.3.1.1), the movement approach (Section 5.3.1.2), 
fundamental aspects of the Computing Studio teaching method (Section 5.3.1.3), and personality types 
(Section 5.3.1.4). 
The group, as a whole, will develop through four main stages (Section 5.3.1.1). The four stages can be 
described in terms of models of small group development processes. I adapted the work of Larcher (2007) 
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to create a synthesis of different models showing typical indicators of these four stages, and how the 
stages of different models relate to each other (Table 5.4). This proved useful to identify how the TLC 
group had moved through the stages. 
The progression through the four stages, in a community of practice such as the TLC, is unlikely to be 
linear. The group is likely to move backwards and forwards between stages, at different times. The 
facilitator of the group can use the lists of indicators provided in Table 5.4 to determine the stage in which 
the group is functioning, and to help predict behaviour, and to understand the reasons for the behaviour. 
For example, conflict and confrontation is typical of Stage Two of the small group development process. It 
is a normal part of the group’s development process, and necessary for the group to work out its priorities 
and the roles of the members. If the facilitator is prepared for conflict, she will be able to be proactive in 
managing the group to move through it, rather than perceiving it as negative, and trying to avoid it. 
I have proposed that one of the reasons for the non-linear progression through the stages of small group 
development is the difference in personal development of individuals within the group. Each individual 
will be at a different phase in his personal exploration of practice, which can be described in terms of the 
movement approach towards change (Section 5.3.1.2). The personal journeys of the individual 
participants are also dependent on their individual personalities and backgrounds (Section 5.3.1.4). This 
means that the facilitator of the community of practice must be aware that each participant is at their 
own personal phase of development. The facilitator will need to make allowances for different levels of 
commitment and participation amongst the individuals within the community of practice. 
The journey of development is facilitated by practising principles that are fundamental to the action 
research methodology. These principles are also fundamental aspects of the Computing Studio teaching 
method (Section 5.3.1.3): reflective practice, learning-by-experience, constant questioning, and making 
the implicit explicit. The facilitator can consciously apply these methods in the design of community of 
practice sessions and in her communications with the members of the group. Application of these 
methods will nurture the learning and development of the group, as well as helping them to understand 
how the methods can be applied in their own practice. The session plans in Appendix C (the included 
CD-ROM) contain some examples of how these methods were used in the design of TLC sessions. 
8.5.2 Description of the Space 
The TLC community of practice is a learning system in its own right (Section 6.2). Although the participants 
are a group of academics, involved in an enquiry into their own practice, the nature of the enquiry is a 
learning process. The community of practice is led by a facilitator, and has specific goals. At the end of 
each cycle, the group assesses its progress towards meeting its goals, and uses what has been learnt in 
planning for the next cycle. The community of practice is, therefore, a complete learning system. 
The Learning System Model (Section 1.1.1) is a useful tool for describing a learning system as it can be 
used in two ways. Firstly, the Learning System Model can be used to describe an existing learning system, 
and understand it. Secondly, a learning system described in terms of the elements of the Learning System 
Model can provide guiding principles for developing a similar learning system. 
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I have used the Learning System Model in the first way, to describe the TLC in terms of the five 
interdependent elements of the model (Section 6.4). The five elements are:  
 Philosophy;  
 Pedagogical activities; 
 Surface structure; 
 Profile of facilitator; and  
 Profile of participants.  
The intention of providing such a description of the TLC is to provide insight into the characteristics of a 
learning community grounded in an integrative educational philosophy. Other academics could use this 
description to understand the typical nature of such a community of practice, and also to compare their 
own environment to the space of the TLC. This would help to identify what is already in place within their 
own space that would contribute towards an integrative educational practice, as well as the gaps that 
would need to be filled. 
Academics in other departments or faculties could also use the description of the TLC learning system in 
the second way: to provide guiding principles to develop a similar learning system. The academic would 
need to consider each element of the TLC learning system, and consider her own context and 
circumstances in relation to the characteristics described by the element. She would then need to devise 
action strategies that she could apply in her own practice in order to develop similar characteristics. This 
practice could be either an academic community of practice similar to the TLC, or a teaching practice 
(Section 6.5). The TLC community of practice is also a learning system, and so the concepts can be carried 
over and applied to integrative teaching practices. 
For example, the philosophy element of the Learning System Model is fundamental to the educational 
choices that are made within the system (Section 6.4.1.2). The TLC learning system has an experiential 
philosophy. In order to be effective, the facilitator of an integrative education community of practice, or 
an educator aiming to teach in an integrative way, will need to be grounded in, or willing to develop, an 
experiential philosophical paradigm. The other elements of the TLC community of practice require this 
philosophical basis, in order to facilitate an holistic educational practice. 
The pedagogical activities that are required for an holistic education would not be possible if the facilitator 
holds the traditional, positivist paradigm of the Academy (Section 6.4.1.2), without being open to a more 
interpretivist or experiential perspective. The content of an integrative education, as well as the nature of 
the interactions, includes the whole person; whereas the intellectual, emotional and spiritual aspects of 
both the academic and the participants are not typically addressed within a traditional, objectivist 
environment. 
8.5.3 Action Strategies 
Action strategies are practical ways to develop the characteristics of the space described by the TLC 
learning system (Section 6.4). As facilitator of the evolving TLC community of practice, I developed action 
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strategies to address goals and objectives as the research cycles progressed. Some strategies worked well, 
others less so.  
Another community of practice group will need to go through a similar process to create their own 
learning system. The process will require time, and will be unique for each new situation, or each different 
group. The action strategies presented in Chapter 7 are the strategies that were used successfully within 
the TLC. These action strategies are offered as a range of strategies that another facilitator or educator 
may find useful in her own situation. 
The action strategies will not provide a step-by-step process for the creation of a successful integrative 
education space. The facilitator would need to consider her own situation, and choose action strategies 
that seem likely to contribute to the development of her unique learning community. The action 
strategies can be adapted for the variables of the particular situation (Section 6.1), and should be revised 
according to what the facilitator learns by trying them out. 
I identified the successful action strategies of the TLC from a critical analysis of the activities, interactions 
and conversations that took place during the sessions of the TLC community of practice. These took place 
during the four research cycles, from the first semester 2010, until the second semester of 2011. Each 
action strategy is structured to include its purpose, a description of the strategy and how to use it, 
suggestions for when to apply the strategy, and information about the origin of the action strategy. The 
action strategies serve different purposes, and will be appropriate at different times in the development 
of the learning system. 
Five categories of action strategies were identified, although some strategies overlap. The categories are: 
identifying the issues (Section 7.1), getting to know each other (Section 7.2), understanding identity 
(Section 7.3), managing interactions (Section 7.4), and making the implicit explicit (Section 7.5).  
8.5.4 Relevance to the NMMU Science Faculty 
This research has made a contribution to the Science Faculty in two separate ways: the use of action 
research as a methodology, and the understanding of the nature of the participants of the community of 
practice. 
8.5.4.1 Action Research as a Methodology 
Action research had not been formally used within the Science Faculty at NMMU before, and therefore 
this project has set a precedent, and provided an example of how action research can be successfully 
applied within the Science disciplines. 
Action research differs from traditional scientific research in that it does not begin by proposing a 
hypothesis that is to be supported or rejected, by following a clearly defined process (Section 2.1). Action 
research is not appropriate to all research problems. A Science faculty academic can use both positivist 
and interpretivist approaches, depending on the nature of the research problem, and the desired 
outcomes of the research. Action research can be used to investigate problems that require the 
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researcher to participate in the research activities, in order to both study the situation and bring about 
positive change. 
The researcher is not an objective observer, overseeing the process. Action research is specifically 
intended for the researcher to participate in the research, and to become clearer about the focus of the 
problem as it is investigated. Action research requires the researcher to be active in her practice during 
the research, rather than the traditional procedure of taking a sabbatical to conduct the research. An 
action research report is necessarily different to that of a traditional hypothetico-deductive study, as the 
process and results require an interpretivist and narrative perspective. 
The cyclical nature of the action research process and the lack of clear focus at the start of the project has 
led to a perception that it lacks relevance and rigour (Section 2.2.5). At the start of this project, I had to 
overcome resistance from some Faculty and Departmental executive management towards my use of the 
methodology. I attributed the resistance to the criticism that action research lacked relevance and rigour, 
as well as to the lack of familiarity with the methodology within my department and faculty. 
The positive results reported by TLC Community of Practice members (Section 5.4) have demonstrated the 
value in following an action research methodology for a research project intended to improve practice, as 
well as to contribute to theoretical knowledge. The following recommendations, from my reflection and 
analysis of my own research process, could assist academics or students within a Science Faculty wishing 
to use action research: 
 Begin with reading extensively about action research as a methodology. This will enable you 
to understand how action research could apply to your situation. 
 Use the literature to support  your research proposal. The authors cited in Section 2.2.5 have 
validated the use of action research in both the Education and Computing domains. 
 Ascertain your philosophical perspective at the start of your research enquiry. The 
philosophical perspective from which you approach the research will direct the nature of your 
research question, and the most appropriate research methodology. Select the form of action 
research most appropriate for your perspective and research objectives. 
 Provide a detailed plan for the study. Show that a rigorous process will be followed. Include in 
this plan how you intend to collect and analyse the data, as well as how the results of the 
enquiry will be validated. 
 Make sure that you carry out the process you have proposed. Document in an open and 
honest manner what actually happens as you proceed. Include and motivate any changes to 
the original plan. This will demonstrate that an action process has a rigour of its own. 
 Engage in continual reflective practice to identify what you have learned, and use what you 
identify to plan for the next cycle. This will ensure that your actions and interventions are 
relevant to the focus of your research question. 
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One of the main benefits of following an action research methodology relates to being a participant in 
one’s own research. Action research enables one to focus on one’s research as part of one’s daily practice, 
rather than treating research as separate to practice. 
8.5.4.2 Nature of the Participants 
The participants in the TLC community of practice are all located within the School of Computer Science, 
Mathematics, Physics and Statistics, at NMMU. That is, they are all Science academics. Science academics 
are traditionally viewed as having a different perspective to those within the Humanities (Section 6.4.5). 
The description of the TLC space (Section 6.4) can be used to understand what to expect when engaging in 
an enquiry into integrative education practice with a group of typical Science academics. 
There have been ongoing documented discussions within academic circles about the differences between 
scientific thinkers and those situated in the Humanities. These are the “two cultures” first referred to by 
Snow (1959). The two cultures discussion has its basis in the perception that typical scientists think 
differently to typical humanists. Humanities academics, according to the two cultures conversation, are 
supposedly more likely to have interpretivist and experiential perspectives (Bryn Mawr College 2001). This 
would predispose them to the type of interactions that take place within a community based in the 
consensual truth, such as the TLC. 
I am not in a position to draw any conclusions about how the methods of the TLC would, or would not, 
apply within communities of practice within the Humanities, as this research did not include a comparison 
between Science and Humanities academics. However, what the TLC has learnt during the two years of its 
existence should be directly applicable within scientific disciplines that share the attributes of typical 
Computing Sciences and Mathematics departments. 
The TLC learning system model explains the noteworthy concepts regarding the nature of the Science 
academics, who were the participants, in terms of the philosophy (Section 6.4.1.2) and the profile of 
participants (Section 6.4.5). Other Science Faculty academics engaged in a similar community of practice 
could benefit by understanding how these typical characteristics lead to certain viewpoints and 
perspectives. Action strategies could then be applied to encourage the development of a more holistic, or 
integrative approach to participation within the community of practice. 
The traditional philosophical paradigm of scientific thinkers can lead to conflict with the experiential 
philosophy in which an integrative education community of practice is grounded. The facilitator needs to 
be aware of this, and devise careful action strategies to overcome unnecessary conflict or dominance by 
certain personalities. This conflict arises because Science is traditionally grounded in a positivist paradigm, 
with scientists believing in an objective reality, or truth. This is in direct contrast with the experiential 
paradigm of the TLC community of practice, which allows that individuals will have their own unique 
interpretations of reality. These interpretations will necessarily differ, as they have been constructed from 
an individual’s interpretation of his personal experience of the world. The facilitator will need to develop 
the space to ensure that all participants will be allowed their own reality, and that the participants learn 
to respect each other’s personal viewpoints and beliefs. 
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The concept of competitive individualism (Section 4.5.2.2) is part of the traditionally objectivist 
epistemology of the Academy, and encourages a positivist perspective rather than an experiential one. 
Competitive individualism also contributes to conflict within an academic community of practice. 
Competitive individualism results in senior academics being seen to be “right”, and their opinions allowed 
to dominate discussions, regardless of whether or not the opinions are, in fact, relevant or appropriate. 
The facilitator will need to apply action strategies designed to lessen the dominance of senior, established 
academics, and encourage the participation of junior, less confident participants. 
The epistemology of the TLC is an iterative, divergent and creative process, similar to processes found in 
the creative design disciplines (Section 6.4.1.2.2). Scientists, in contrast, are accustomed to convergent 
processes (Fry 2006). Scientists have been trained to follow scientific processes, which focus on rapidly 
finding the right solution for a given problem. These processes typically lead to convergent ways of 
thinking. The facilitator will need to include activities and tasks that will encourage the scientific thinkers 
to move out of their comfort zone, and to explore new ideas and ways of thinking. 
The two cultures discussion has been expanded to include the proposition that it is too simplistic to 
assume that the two different perspectives can be labelled as simply “Science” and “Humanities” (Bryn 
Mawr College 2001). It is more likely that the two types of thinkers will be found in all disciplines. The 
brain profiling process conducted within the TLC showed that, while there are individual differences, the 
majority of the group was more strongly oriented towards traditionally scientific ways of thinking (Section 
3.3.3.2). Conducting a similar profiling process within another group would help the participants and the 
facilitator to understand each other’s differences, and to make allowances for these in discussions and 
activities. It would also encourage the participants to learn from each, contributing to the sharing of ideas.  
The journey of the TLC community of practice demonstrates that an experiential space can be created 
within a traditional, scientific environment. The elements of the TLC learning system highlight the 
differences between the traditional academic approach and those of the holistic integrative education 
approach. The facilitator can use action strategies designed to provide traditional, objectivist thinkers with 
experiential learning opportunities. This will allow them to experience at firsthand the benefits of a 
perspective different to their own, and to learn from the experience. 
8.5.5 Contribution to Practice 
My focus during the third and fourth research cycles—Semesters One and Two, 2011—was on 
understanding the process and interactions within the TLC community of practice. However, when I 
presented my findings to the members of the community of practice, they were disappointed that I had 
not specifically presented the contribution the TLC community of practice had made to their individual 
practices. 
I realised that this was, in fact, an important aspect of the contribution the project has made. This 
contribution can be viewed, not only as it applies to each individual member of the TLC community of 
practice, but in terms of the resolution of my living contradiction. By my colleagues joining me in my 
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enquiry, I am no longer alone in my concern. I am now part of a community committed to improving the 
quality of education within my department.  
The inclusion of the Department of Mathematics in the community extended the scope into the School of 
Computer Science, Mathematics, Physics and Statistics. As Yevgeny and Prometheus interact with 
university-wide committees, the contribution will broaden to include even more academics. I have been 
tasked by the HoD of my department, as part of my workload for 2012, to coordinate, along with two 
colleagues in the TLC, a project to investigate intended learning outcomes in all the programmes offered 
by the Department of Computing Sciences. This is as a direct result of the work done within the TLC. 
Examples of the feedback highlighting the benefits individual group members experienced through their 
involvement in the TLC are given in Section 5.4. Academics participating in an integrative education 
community of practice could expect similar contributions to their own practice. Some typical results are: 
changes in perspective and teaching methods; improved relationships between academics and their 
students, as well as between colleagues; more active student participation and interaction; better pass 
rates; and the courage to try new things. 
8.6 Shortcomings of the Research 
Action research is an open-ended process, exploring an issue within a specific situation or context. As 
discussed in Section 2.5, this leads to action research projects often having similar types of limitations. 
These include the problem of generalizability; the researcher having diminished control within the project; 
the time and effort required to maintain relationships; and the lack of a final solution to the issue under 
investigation. Publishing results can also be difficult due to the qualitative nature of the research. 
These typical limitations have direct relevance to the TLC research project. However, I believe that each of 
the limitations can also be viewed in a positive light. 
 Generalizability. I have described the TLC using a structured Learning System Model and 
action strategies documented in a structured way. My intention in following this approach is 
to present the results of the study in a format that could be easily understood, and therefore 
accessible to academics who wish to use the concepts in their own research enquiries. 
 Diminished control. In traditional research, the researcher needs to be able to manage the 
variables of the study in direct relation to her hypothesis. One of the main purposes of this 
project, however, was to develop a collaborative environment for the benefit of my 
department and students, as well as my own personal practice. One of my personal goals for 
this research was for my colleagues to take greater ownership of the community of practice. 
 Time and effort. A more conventional research methodology normally leads to the researcher 
having to find time out of her normal practice to focus on her research. While this project did  
require a great deal of time and effort, it was part of my daily practice, rather than additional 
to it.  
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 Lack of a final solution. Teaching practices of the individuals participating in the TLC 
community of practice have evolved due to the activities of the community of practice. 
However, the project will continue with a fifth research cycle in the first semester of 2012. 
This will contribute to further improvements of teaching practice. 
A limitation specific to the Computing Studio/TLC research was that it was conducted within a single 
school within the institution. However, this limitation could also be seen as a positive contribution. A 
learning community within a different faculty might have followed a different process. The advantage of 
describing the characteristics of the TLC community of practice is that it describes two typical Science 
departments. An academic using the model and associated action strategies within a Science department 
could therefore expect similar results, whereas an academic within a different faculty would be aware 
that there could be different results, due to the differences between the typical perspective of their own 
discipline and that of a scientifically oriented discipline. 
8.7 What Next? 
The research project, begun at the start of 2010, in order to investigate ways to improve the high-level 
cognitive skills of students in the Department of Computing Sciences, has developed into a committed 
community of practice. The community of practice ended its fourth research cycle in December 2011, with 
eleven core members, from two departments. 
These community of practice members have expressed their enthusiasm for the continuation of the 
project in a fifth cycle, starting in the first semester of 2012. The feedback of community of practice 
members’ students indicates the value the work of the community of practice has contributed to the 
members’ teaching practice, and thus the learning and growth of their students. The TLC will therefore 
continue with its fifth research cycle in January 2012. Colleagues from other departments at NMMu have 
expressed interest in exploring ways to participate in the TLC project (Section 2.5), and they will be invited 
to participate in the fifth research cycle. A start-up workshop will be held to identify the main goals of the 
group, as well as each participant’s personal goals.  
I anticipate that the group will progress into the fourth stage of its development. This will enable other 
group members to take on a leadership role for some elements of the project. 
Two senior members of the community of practice, Yevgeny and Prometheus, have become involved in 
other groups or committees within the university committed to the improvement of education. They aim 
to introduce the concepts of the TLC community of practice to these groups with the intention of 
broadening the influence of our enquiry. Yevgeny is also intending to start up a similar community of 
practice with his own staff members in the Department of Mathematics. 
The community of practice members will actively contribute to a Computing Sciences departmental 
project to update module learning outcomes, related standards of assessment, and the explicit inclusion 
of the learning and measurement of high-level cognitive skills into modules taught within the department. 
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8.8 Concluding Remarks 
My final research question was: How can we create a space to foster a teaching and learning enquiry 
aimed at promoting integrative education; a space that enables academics within a Science faculty to 
develop their own knowledge and educational practice, whilst contributing to and supporting each 
other’s learning?  
After four research cycles, which have taken place over two years, I have developed a thriving community 
of practice, thus producing positive change in the teaching practice of the participants of the research 
group. The community of practice is engaged in an ongoing enquiry committed to the development of 
integrative education within my own department of Computing Sciences, and the Department of 
Mathematics, at the NMMU. 
I no longer feel alone in my concern for the inadequacy of the education that is offered to my students. I 
have connected with colleagues in a productive way, to develop an understanding of the type of 
education that is important for a sustainable future, and a commitment to find ways to explore and 
integrate these methods into our practice. I have gathered evidence that shows the change in our 
teaching practice. This evidence is in the form of feedback from my colleagues about their experiences in 
the classroom, and feedback from their students (Table 6.1). It demonstrates that the teaching practices 
of academics involved in the TLC community of practice have developed away from traditional, didactic 
methods focusing only on content, towards more integrative practices. These practices engage the 
students with real world application of concepts and encourage them to consider ethical and values-
driven concepts. 
The living contradiction of my teaching practice is not yet resolved. However, the results of the 
community of practice have provided encouragement for me to continue engaging with my colleagues, 
and to further improve our practice. 
The positive change in my position towards my concern has been facilitated by the iterative, cyclical 
process of action research. The methodology enabled me to begin without a clear idea of how I would 
resolve my concern. It was sufficient to begin with a broad question. As the research cycles progressed, 
the focus of my concern became more clearly defined. 
The action research methodology allowed me to work closely with my colleagues, enquiring into both my 
own practice, and that of the department as a whole. Concepts fundamental to the action research 
methodology were part of my own educational philosophy (Section 2.2.4). Action research must be 
grounded in personal values, as is my teaching practice. Reflective practice and learning-by-experience, 
concepts underlying the Computing Studio teaching method, are critical to the success of an action 
research project. The action research methodology follows the iterative process of solving a wicked, 
design problem, which it has in common with the Computing Studio teaching method. 
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On a personal level, the enquiry has helped me to find a way to live with my personal living contradiction, 
or divided self: share the problem with my colleagues in a way that has inspired them to understand, and 
to take up the challenge of resolving the concern.  
The progress towards resolution of my concern has been achieved by exploring how to create a space for 
an integrated education enquiry (my main research question). My living theory explains the characteristics 
of the TLC space, and the action strategies for creating such a space. Feedback from the members of the 
TLC community of practice acknowledges that my research question has been successfully answered: the 
TLC community of practice is a space in which an enquiry into integrative education is taking place, 
enabling Science academics to develop their own knowledge and educational practice, whilst contributing 
to and supporting each other’s learning. This enquiry will continue in the coming semester. 
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A p p e n d i x  A  
P E R S O N A S  
Alice 
Years ago, Alice did not like anything vague or unknown, but as Alice grew up, she found that vague and 
unknown can be very, very interesting! And it is ok to learn as you go, and to get to understand things as 
you experience them – it is not always necessary to understand everything you do up front – you may 
explore, and in exploring, learn. 
Alice has a PhD and has been in the teaching profession since 1993. Prior to 1993, Alice worked at ICT 
services of another university and in industry. Teaching experience ranges from 1st year Computing 
Fundamentals-type modules to 2nd year business modules, 3rd year project, 3rd year User Interface 
Design, databases, and e-commerce at Honours level. Not to mention the Research Methodology module 
that caused Alice some “panic-attacks” initially, since EVERYTHING was unknown and vague when she 
started….. But it’s much better now – and the students seem to find the module more and more valuable. 
Alice’s research interests will probably get her into hot water one day, as she does not like the traditional 
take on research (i.e. you go and do your own thing and build your own empire – sorry, might sound a bit 
off here, but that’s how I feel about it!), but prefer to do something that really is beneficial to other 
people too. And sharing experiences – both good and bad – is much better than being the queen of your 
own “mishoop” – sorry, don’t know what that is in English! 
Alice realised long ago that “one-size-does-not-fit-all” when it comes to teaching and learning – and thus 
when we did the Felder-Silverman tests and when she eventually had enough courage to do the brain 
profiling, she understood many, many things! For the Felder-Silverman tests, here are results of two 
versions: 
2009 (30 Nov 2009): 
ACT                          X                        REF 
11  9   7   5   3   1   1   3   5   7   9   11 
<-- --> 
SEN              X                                    INT 
11  9   7   5   3   1   1   3   5   7   9   11 
<-- --> 
VIS                  X                                VRB 
11  9   7   5   3   1   1   3   5   7   9   11 
<-- --> 
SEQ                              X                    GLO 
11  9   7   5   3   1   1   3   5   7   9   11 
<-- --> 
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2010 (13 Aug 2010): 
ACT              X                                    REF 
11  9   7   5   3   1   1   3   5   7   9   11 
<-- --> 
SEN          X                                        INT 
11  9   7   5   3   1   1   3   5   7   9   11 
<-- --> 
VIS              X                                    VRB 
11  9   7   5   3   1   1   3   5   7   9   11 
<-- --> 
SEQ                  X                                GLO 
11  9   7   5   3   1   1   3   5   7   9   11 
<-- --> 
 
The Brain Profile chart was no surprise, I guess! 
 
Catherine 
Catherine is a senior professor in the Department of Computing Sciences who is passionate about 
research, but who is also interested in improving her teaching skills. She has taught many different 
modules from first year to honours level and is currently teaching a 3rd year module and two honours 
modules. She has an enquiring mind and is keen to learn how to improve her teaching such that her 
students interact more in class and can apply their knowledge better to solving problems. Catherine is also 
a wife, mother and grandmother of two darling grandchildren. 
 
 
APPENDICES 
  Page 265 
Elizabeth 
Elizabeth has been a lecturer at NMMU since 1999. From 1999 – 2006 she lectured in a foundation 
programme, which aimed to get students ready for the challenges of first year. She lectured Foundation 
Mathematics, Foundation Statistics and Commercial Mathematics. In 2007 she joined the Department of 
Mathematics and Applied Mathematics where most of her energy goes into lecturing service courses. 
Elizabeth has a passion for teaching and wants to carry this through to her research. 
Jacques 
Jacques is in his early thirties. He completed a BSc degree at NMMU, working as a student assistant in the 
Department of Computing Sciences throughout his studies. He worked as a contract lecturer for two years 
before moving into industry. When he was offered the opportunity to return to a full-time position as a 
lecturer within the Department two years ago, he accepted. His industry experience has been very useful 
in his teaching, and he is now in the process of completing a Masters degree part-time. 
 
Porky 
As a teacher, I try as much as I can to care about my students and to help them as much as possible. I 
encourage students to ask questions in class, and that there is no such thing as a stupid question. I also 
encourage them to visit me in my office if they have problems. When I started lecturing in February this 
year, I feel that my lectures were “rigid” in the sense that I went in there and did what I had to do to the 
best of my ability. Later on, when I started gaining more experience, I found that I could share my sense of 
humour with my students, which is part of my personality.  
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Prometheus 
From my early childhood days, I wanted to understand how the universe worked. I was fascinated by the 
natural world, but also by knowledge in general. I lived for some years in Charlo, then a peri-urban area, where 
I had ample opportunity to study birds, small mammals, snakes, spiders and insects, as I ran barefoot through 
the bush and fynbos in my shorts with my friend Manie Swanepoel. I was also a prolific drawer and painter. I 
was an enthusiastic amateur astronomer, read astronomical magazines (bought for me by my father, who was 
a very clever and creative polymath and a natural engineer) and had my own astronomical telescope (quite 
basic). I remember standing with my family in the backyard of our home early one evening in 1958, watching 
Sputnik 2 travel overhead shortly after it was launched in Russia. There were plenty of books for me to read at 
home, and my family used to have quite intellectual conversations. I was a “laat lammetjie”, as Noel and Clive, 
my elder brothers by about 15 years, had already left home. 
When I was still at primary school, my father was a civil engineer and ran his business, Cowley Construction. I 
spent a lot of time on building sites after school, learning about what was going on. My father built the 
MacArthur Baths, the bridge over the Swartkops River in Uitenhage, the foundations of the 20th Century 
Cinema, the North End Jail and Granton Heights in Humewood (which was Port Elizabeth’s first tower block 
using pre-stressed reinforced concrete) among many other projects. 
I involved myself in a variety of cerebral activities during high school at Marist Brothers College in Walmer. In 
1967, I was a National Youth Science Week delegate (one of the top 100 Science pupils in South Africa). I was a 
Port Elizabeth Junior City Councillor (1967--1968). I was a member (1967) and captain of (1968) my school's 
Herald "On the Go Quiz" team. I was a recipient of Debating and Studies Awards (1967) and a Merit Award 
(1968), the recipient of the school's Honours Award (1968) and the winner of the Senior Science Cup (1968). 
Brother Jude, my Science teacher, was a particular inspiration to me.  I bought university Mathematics and 
Chemistry textbooks for myself with my pocket money for more stimulation. My father bought me scientific 
apparatus and I established a home chemistry laboratory where I could do experiments, which I found out 
about in the Inorganic and Organic Chemistry textbooks that I had bought. As a teenager, I worked for my 
father (who had morphed into an industrialist), at his chemical factory during holidays and over weekends, and 
learned how to make paint and varnish, how concrete technology worked, how to do bookkeeping, design 
advertising materials, do silkscreen printing, pack and ship consignments and how to sell effectively to 
customers.  We also experimented with concrete that could flash-set in 30 seconds, which was very useful for 
plugging underwater leaks in structures. 
In 1969, having just turned 18, I went to do my National Service in the Army, where I learned and experienced 
many useful and interesting things.  I was an Officer Graduate of the Heidelburg Army Gymnasium (1969), 
where I was formally taught how to teach other people knowledge and skills as an instructor.  I also learned 
about military communications technology and networks, nuclear warfare, antitank warfare and missile 
systems, geopolitics, etc. I was commissioned into the South African Infantry Corps, served as a Platoon Leader 
with the Colours in various areas (being responsible for all aspects of the lives, training and deployment of 35 
other people). I lived and worked in the rural areas of the tropics for several months, which was a wonderful 
experience.  I subsequently performed various tasks of a leadership nature and attended various military 
promotion courses. I received a Voluntary Service Award in 1985. I retired from the service as a Major. 
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At UPE and then NMMU, I acquired six degrees and diplomas (one of a group of six people in the current 
history of the institutions to do so): PhD ((Computer Science, NMMU), MSc (Computer Science), BSc Hons 
(Computer Science), BSc (Chemistry and Mathematics), BEd, and HED (UPE). I know quite a bit about Physics, 
having done up to half the third year Physics module. I also know about X-Ray Crystallography and the 
application of group theory in crystallography. I also acquired several additional qualifications:  a Diploma in 
Management Accounting (Summa Cum  Laude) (Training for Management, Port Elizabeth, 1986) and a Plato 
2000 Computer Assisted Learning System Administrator’s Course (AdvTech, Port Elizabeth, 1993). I also 
acquired several professional society memberships: PMCSSA, MICS IT, Pr.Sci.Nat. I also wrote a fair amount of 
poetry when I was a student.  I was quite environmentally active and was a co-organiser, of a UPE Ecology 
Awareness Week (1971). I was also a committee member of the UPE Science Society (1972--1973), the Editor of 
SCUPE, magazine of the UPE Science Society (1972--1973), a part-time Research Assistant in the Department of 
Physical Chemistry (1973), working on the synthesis of novel bromotriptycene compounds, and a Student 
Assistant in the Departments of Inorganic and Physical Chemistry (1973--1974). 
I became a high school teacher. I was a Secondary Teaching Assistant in Physical Science and Mathematics (Std 
7--9), at Marist Brothers College, Walmer, (since closed) from 1975 to 1977, a Secondary Teaching Assistant in 
Physical Science and Accountancy (Std 6--8) at Lawson Brown High School, Port Elizabeth during 1977 and the 
Head, Biology and Geography Departments at Theodor Herzl High School, Walmer, from 1978 to 1981. 
In between my studies (mostly part-time), I married Iona, who was a beautiful, clever and very competent 
person of high emotional intelligence. Our son Bruce and daughter Bridget have been a great joy to us and are 
very successful in their personal and working lives. 
I became a Computer Scientist in an unusual way. The then UPE offered a part-time Computer Science for 
Teachers module in 1979 and the idea of programming a machine to do my bidding (in the limited way 
possible) fascinated me. There were mathematical puzzles to be solved and drawings to create. I found it easy 
and natural to do and before long I was hooked. So this early curiosity led me to learn about computing in a 
structured way, reading a number of books and learning several programming languages along the way, and to 
connect this knowledge into the bigger fabric of Science and human knowing (which is more encompassing 
than Science). I worked with Dennis Riordan, my lecturer, on non-module Computing and Computer 
Engineering research and development and I literally built a computer from the board and chip level upwards. 
This was a very valuable learning experience. After completing the Computer Science for Teachers module 
(effectively first year Computer Science) with a mark of 95%, I was invited to proceed directly to Honours 
studies, and the rest, as they say is history. 
In 30 years of academic life, quite a lot has happened. I have had the privilege of helping to educate several 
thousand students. I have supervised or co-supervised the research projects of twenty-eight Honours and nine 
Masters students. I have presented a variety of undergraduate and postgraduate Computing Sciences courses 
and modules. Courses and modules that I teach or have taught include: 
 Introductory Programming 1.1 and 1.2 
 End User Computing 1.1 and 1.2 
 Computer Organization/Architecture 2.1 and 2.2 
 Advanced Data Structures 3.1 
 Information Systems 2.1 and 2.2 
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 Web Page Design 2.1 and 2.2 
 Multimedia Systems/Technology 3.1 and 3.2 
 Operating Systems 3.1 and 3.2 
 Computer Architecture 4 (postgraduate level) 
 Software Engineering 4 (postgraduate level) 
 Advanced Data Structures 4 (postgraduate level) 
 Computer Assisted Learning 4 (postgraduate level) 
 Multimedia Computing 4 (postgraduate level) 
 Operating Systems 4 (postgraduate level). 
 Method of Computer Studies 1.1 and 1.2 (Higher Diploma in Education modules) 
 Computing Practice 1 (Further Diploma in Educational Computing modules) 
 Computing Practice 2 (Further Diploma in Educational Computing modules) 
 I have developed a number of learning programmes and materials: 
 Web Page Design 2.1 and 2.2 (developed and implemented in 2002). 
 Web Technology (now Systems) 2.1 and 2.2, and Multimedia Technology (now Systems) 3.1 and 
3.2 (developed in 2000 and implemented in 2002). 
 Multimedia Computing 4 (developed and implemented in 1996). 
 Computer Assisted Learning 4 (developed and implemented in 1994). 
 Further Diploma in Education in Educational Computing (developed and implemented together 
with Prof Pat Bean of the Faculty of Education in 1994). 
I implemented the End User Data Processing 1A module in 1985. This was the original WRH1, developed by 
Prof Peter Warren, which evolved into the various End User Computing modules running at NMMU today. 
I was a Finalist for the Computer Person of the Year Award of the CSSA Eastern Cape Chapter (1986) and the 
Computer Person of the Year Award of the CSSA Eastern Cape Chapter (1987), for contributions to end-user 
computing education and computer-based education in schools. I received the Golden Key Best NMMU 
Lecturer of the Year Award (2011), which was a big surprise to me and particularly gratifying as the students, 
not the bureaucracy, voted for their choices. 
The “big questions” are more interesting than the facts that I have just presented. Some of these questions are: 
Who am I? Why am I here? What does the future hold? 
 I am a human, and I see many unsolved and unanswered (unanswerable in an absolute sense?) questions 
about the nature of reality and my place in it. I believe that there is an objective reality in a positivist sense, but 
that human beings construct shared but personal views of this reality, viewed through the lenses of their minds 
and senses, in a constructivist sense. Their shared views of reality allow them to communicate and collaborate. 
I believe that the rational scientific method works well when one can fully control the experimental 
environment and dependant and independent variables in a completely determined and fully characterised 
micro-world (“tame” problems). I also believe that the observer, the observed and the act of observation are 
interwoven to varying degrees (the anthropic principle). I believe that the rational scientific method is 
significantly more difficult and often less successful when entangled affective, cognitive, conative and 
psychomotor human interactions are involved, with their extreme complexity and associated feedback loops 
that continuously alter the prevailing conditions (“wicked” problems). 
I also believe that the human mind has built-in limits to what it can think, understand and imagine, although I 
do not know what these limits are (and perhaps will never know). In other words, I do not see the mind as a 
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universal machine (a universal machine is seen here as extending beyond the constrained computational 
abilities of Turing machines and the lambda calculus). My position on this is an intuitive rather than a rational 
one. 
I believe that people that think that everything in reality can be known, explained and controlled in a purely 
rational way (in other words susceptible to a universal theoretical scientific explanation) are deluding 
themselves due to a misunderstanding of the power and applicability of reductionism and abstraction. I further 
believe that some of these people are positivist zealots who want to elevate Science to the status of a new 
religion, and who have an arrogant and intolerant contempt for those who do not support their programme of 
intellectual dominance. 
I realise that I am pretty bright and know and have done a lot during my life. Things like this:    
are beautiful to me, but so are flowers, poems, sculptures and musical pieces. I am sometimes dependable and 
sometimes a procrastinator. I can be a joker in company. I sometimes need to be with others, but sometimes I 
need to be alone to just be and think. Sometimes I am filled with fear as I contemplate eternity and mortality. 
Thinking about some of my fellow human beings and what they have become can also fill me with foreboding. I 
have a non-rational sense, which I cannot express properly in words, that humans have latent powers that they 
are largely unaware of. 
I think that I am here to be and do the best that I can to improve the lot of humanity during my fleeting time on 
Earth, through my knowledge and my interventions in other human beings’ lives. I try to live out my norms and 
values in practical ways, and to treat my fellow human beings with friendliness and respect. 
Perhaps the future holds a cataclysmic end to the human race, through terrestrial or cosmic disasters. Perhaps 
the human race will end with a whimper instead of a bang, as unfettered population growth results in a 
descent into chaos, starvation and mutual annihilation. Perhaps we will evolve into beings of pure energy, 
capable of unfettered movement between the space-time manifolds making up the multiverse, like gods.  
I believe strongly in a transcendental and beneficent Supernatural Being.  
As an individual I see myself as a whale, travelling slowly through the mysterious blue depths of the ocean of 
knowledge. This ocean is full of challenges and possibilities. Like a whale, I reveal only part of who I am and 
what I know and think to others, including my students. When I interact with my students, I see myself as a 
gadfly, provoking my students to move out of their comfort zone into self-motivated activity. My gadfly 
activities involve asking questions. These may be factual (content-related) or provocative (looking at the bigger 
picture, connections between ideas, future developments, reason, the origin of things, etc.).  My gadfly 
activities also involve encouraging my students to do things (answer assignments, create artefacts, critique 
other students’ artefacts, find out things, learn new things, etc.) I see myself as a subversive agent provocateur, 
a facilitator in the spirit of Plato’s dialectic (as Karl Popper saw him “unveiling the Great Mystery behind 
common man’s everyday world of appearances”). I want my students to learn about the facts, relationships, 
processes, methods, and the significance of modules, the universe, the future and where they fit into the 
bigger picture. I want them to learn more about themselves as learners, creators and called people. I want 
them to be hungry to learn and to be, to be aware of their calling, to wonder about the Great Mystery, to break 
self-imposed and socially programmed stereotypes. 
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I conclude this fragmentary, stammering account of what and who I am, with one of my favourite poetry 
fragments, which sums up the beauty, joy, mystery, terror and pain of human existence. 
To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite; 
To forgive wrongs darker than death or night; 
To defy Power, which seems omnipotent; 
To love, and bear; to hope till Hope creates 
From its own wreck the thing it contemplates; 
Neither to change, nor falter, nor repent; 
This, like thy glory, Titan, is to be 
Good, great and joyous, beautiful and free; 
This is alone Life, Joy, Empire, and Victory.  
From “Prometheus Unbound” by Percy Bysshe Shelley 
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Retha 
Background 
I am a lady in my (early) forties. I have a Master’s degree in Computing Science as well as a Higher Diploma 
in Education. 
Teaching experience 
I have been teaching at tertiary level for the past 20 years – mostly involved with teaching End User 
Computing and Web Page Design. In my first year module I often have more than 300 students in my 
class, while the second year classes usually varies between 50 and 60 students. 
Sherry 
Background: PhD, lecturing undergraduate & postgraduate programming modules for 20 years; Have 5 
year stint in industry before joining academia; interested in computer science education and the use of 
tools & techniques to improve the learning process associated with programming specifically. 
 Brain profile: good at problem-solving, an academic, analytical, goal-directed; Felder-Silverman: balanced 
between Active/Reflective, strong preference to sensing; strong preference to visual; strong preference to 
sequential; strong preference for milk chocolate. 
Research interest 
I have always been interested in how we can use technology in the teaching and learning process in order 
to make the experience better – basically this used to be called E-learning, but can also be called blended 
learning, as I am teaching at a traditional face-to-face university. 
Felder –Silverman (completed November 2009) 
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Felder –Silverman (completed August 2010) 
 
Brain profile 
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Tina 
Full name: Tina Calvert. 
New to lecturing, come from industry. Worked in team leader capacity amongst other positions. Had 
several opportunities to mentor young graduates on their arrival into the IT department at a 
manufacturing plant and later at a banking institution. 
I consider myself highly ethical and try to relate to all I meet on an equal base. I’m a very good friend and 
a terrible enemy. I am not quick to anger, but am not very forgiving after being wronged.    
I also don’t consider myself a deep thinker. When faced with a problem, I want to start solving and if not 
solving, at least working to reduce the impact of the problem. I cannot talk around a point for too long 
before becoming irritable or ‘switching off’. I think this ties in with my innate honesty; if a problem is 
defined it can be solved; but if no-one is prepared to name a problem/fault it will sit there making the 
room smell.  Assigning or taking blame is, to me, not a negative action; it is a starting point to corrective 
action. 
In Yvonne’s Brain Profile scale I scored as follows: 
 
I had to redo the graph to show differences as the original graph showed everything on almost an even 
keel. Which I found distressing; in the vein of ‘jack of all trades, master of none’. 
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Felder & Silverman Learning Styles Scales 
When I originally did this test; when I first joined this group, my scores were slightly different.   
I scored a 7 on the Active Scale and my Verbal level as a 3. 
 
Yevgeny 
Knew I wanted to be a maths teacher in Grade 7—was going to fix all the ills in our system. 
Ended up doing a MSc and later a PhD. Heart was never in basic mathematics research and teaching was 
what really interested me. Also wanted to try to be a player in helping to change things around regarding 
teaching and learning of maths and started to work in less privileged institution.   Have been teaching at 
tertiary level since 1976—and had only very few moments where I did not enjoy the experience of 
interacting with others around a subject I love—and am still hoping to find the magic potion to make 
maths more accessible. 
Superficial Members 
 The following personas participated a for a very short time in the TLC community of practice. They have 
been given names, so that they can be referenced within the text of the thesis. However, these names 
have not been expanded into full personas: 
 Annie 
 Christiaan 
 James 
 Jeffrey 
 Jenny 
 Peter 
 Rosemary 
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A p p e n d i x  B  
E X A M P L E  O F  S E S S I O N  P L A N  
2 4 T H  A U G U S T  S U G G E S T I O N S  F O R  G O O D  P R A C T I C E  
GROUP IOS: 
Develop a teaching philosophy encompassing values, knowledge and development of 
skills to support integrated learning. 
Observe and document examples of best practice in a manner that can be helpful for both 
our personal use and development, as well as an effective tool for communicating 
our approach. 
Explore ways to transform the curriculum. 
Use our community of practice experience to structure an integrated approach in terms 
of the academic structure 
(qualifications  programmes  modules  outcomes  how to assess  how to teach) 
IOS FOR THIS SESSION:  
1. Explore examples of good practice. 
 
2. Identify ways to integrate reflective practice, learning-by-doing and constant questioning 
into our teaching. 
 
3. Understand how we can use other people’s examples in our own teaching practice. 
4. Integrate and identify values. 
 
SESSION NOTES REFERENCES 
Preparation 
No specific preparation. 
Email sent out to set the context: 
I’ve realised that although my session plan explains the design of the session and my 
reflections give my perspective on what happened, this is probably not enough to 
give everyone enough context for each session. Firstly, you only see the session plan 
after the fact, and secondly, it doesn’t always explain why we did something a 
particular way. So, I will try to provide more context in the BEFORE THE TIME 
information — like this email. 
One of the aims of our community of practice sessions is for them to serve a dual 
purpose: 1) to provide the opportunity for us support each in learning and growing in 
our own teaching practice, and 2) to model some of the methods that can be used in 
our own classes (that is, provide examples that can be adapted for our own use). 
If we go back to the Computing Studio model, there are three important elements of 
the method that we have been using extensively over the past weeks: reflective 
practice, learning-by-doing, and constant questioning. We have also incorporated 
some good teaching practices into our sessions. 
For example, the Reflective Practice workshop last week: 
 was about reflective practice; 
 used a Computing Studio method of dealing with theory by providing 
reference material to be read in advance; 
 used the concept of learning-by-doing by incorporating an exercise in 
reflective practice that actually applied the theory that had been covered in 
the reference material; 
 we then reflected on the activity to identify what we had learned—more 
reflective practice and more learning-by-doing; 
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 followed it up with a questioning activity to further clarify our learning, 
understanding of the theoretical concepts and how to apply them; 
 and finished off with each person planning what action they could take to use 
the concept of reflective practice (which is the way that reflection becomes 
reflective practice). 
In our weekly sessions we’ve been exploring different ways of using questioning to 
explore content. 
I have endeavoured to design each session and workshop as I would design a lesson, 
and use teaching/learning and interaction methods that could be adapted for use in 
the classroom. These all provide examples of a practice that is moving towards being 
a more integrated education. 
Practice, yes. BEST practice? Probably not yet! 
We will explore this more on Wednesday, and then on Friday explore Integrated 
Education: What does it mean for us? 
We cannot talk about BEST practice at this point. First, we will need to decide how we 
can determine whether or not something IS best practice. However, we CAN offer our 
examples of what worked, as examples of good practice. And use a method for 
discussion that can be adapted for use in the classroom. (This will not be MIRRORING. 
After discussion with a few people, I think we should shelve the idea of mirroring for 
the moment.) 
Nine minutes. 
Nine minutes activity: Yevgeny 
Setting the Context 
In the email I sent out, I mentioned the three fundamental concepts of the 
Computing Studio method: reflective practice, learning-by-doing and constant 
questioning. 
I also mentioned that I don’t think we can talk about BEST practice at this point. 
Now, I want to explain why I chose those three concepts, and what I believe the value 
is of sharing examples of good practice. 
Firstly, what works for ME in MY class, in MY module, will not necessarily work in the 
same way for anyone else in their class, in their module. Or even for someone else, 
teaching the same students or the same module as me. I think Alice can vouch for 
that, given she is now teaching the second semester of my WRB class. 
So, any example of good practice, cannot really be described as BEST PRACTICE, 
because what has the best results for me in my module, may be disastrous for Retha 
to do in web design, for example. However, by documenting what I have done, why I 
did it, what worked and what didn’t, I am providing an example of practice. Retha 
could then look at it, and try put something similar, that she has adapted for her 
circumstances. Her personality and teaching philosophy, her students, her module. 
That is where I, personally, believe the value lies. You may, of course, not agree with 
me. Let’s see where we get to by the end of today’s session. 
Secondly, why reflective practice, learning-by-doing and constant questioning. We 
started with the Computing Studio model, so I think it’s useful to continue with 
pedagogical strategies that we believe are conducive to developing the type of skills 
in our students that go beyond content (which is the underlying purpose of this 
group). And because I don’t want to focus on the subject matter of specific modules, 
as we all teach very different subjects. Obviously each person’s example will be 
directly in the domain of their subject, but if it is also related to a teaching strategy, 
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then our discussion will hopefully produce the kinds of examples that we could all use 
to adapt for our own subjects. 
In terms of method for today, I’m going to try a method we haven’t used before. The 
purpose of this method is to give everyone an equal opportunity to contribute to the 
discussion, and to make sure those who usually don’t, DO. (You have been warned!) 
Today’s Activity 
1. Pick one of the three concepts: reflective practice, learning-by-doing and 
constant questioning. 
2. Write down an example of how you have used it successfully. Or, if you haven’t 
used it before, how you COULD use it. 
 Why write it down rather than just think about it and then discuss? 
Helps contribute towards reflective practice. 
Makes the implicit explicit.  
3. Discuss. 
4. Purpose of discussion: 
 learn from each other (also a Computing Studio teaching strategy) 
 identify some examples of good practice to try out in our own way. 
5. How the discussion works: 
 Everyone gets three coloured “tokens”. Probably just pieces of coloured card 
or paper. 
 Take turns to participate in discussion, using tokens. 
 I pick the first colour. 
 As someone speaks, they put that coloured token into the centre of the 
table. 
 Can only go to second colour when everyone has used their first coloured 
token. This is to make sure everyone says something. 
 Rules for discussion: 
 Not “questions-only”, so can ask questions as well as comments. 
 However, remain open and honest, non-judgmental, do not give advice, 
etc. So, normal ground rules apply. 
Closing 
Not going to ask for anyone to commit to doing anything — that’s not my job! 
However, I would suggest you reflect on the discussion, and see what can be useful 
for you to try out. 
 
REFLECTIONS 
My own educational values: 
 Academic freedom; 
 Integrity; 
 Reflective practice; 
 Nurturing growth and self-fulfilment; 
 Education of the whole person; 
 Responsibility for one’s own learning, growth and development; 
 Respect for individuality and each person’s right to their own ideas, beliefs and 
values; 
 Creativity and innovation; 
 Flexibility; and 
 Developing concrete tools by making the implicit explicit. 
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Nine minutes activity. 
Definitely took us out of the usual day-to-day way of being. Would be interested to hear from everyone else how 
they found it. Who was able to stay focused? Or did you find your mind wandered very easily? What about sitting still 
— I’m sure Charmain wasn’t the only one who is not in the habit of spending time out in that way… 
Discussion process 
Realise that I haven’t properly explained why I shifted the design of sessions from very freeform, natural discussion to 
rigid methods that were less interactive and spontaneous. 
So, here’s the rationale, and where I think we are up to…. 
Our discussions weren’t working well, in the sense that those of us who find it easy to speak up, were dominating the 
discussions, and the quieter ones said very little, sometimes nothing. Also, some people were not really following the 
ground rules, and there was a bit of judgment, fixing and advising happening, instead of everyone being completely 
open. 
I decided that I would follow a “learning-by-doing” approach. By forcing us to be open and honest, using the 
questions-only rule and various modifications of it, we ended up having discussions that were very RESPECTFUL of 
each other, without actually having to try to be so. Yes, it was very forced and artificial. However, it had the intended 
result, which hadn’t been happening naturally. 
My plan is to slowly relax the methods, until we find we are having a normal, spontaneous discussion as we used to, 
with the difference that we NATURALLY respect each other and follow the ground rules. And that everybody feels 
able, and willing, to contribute in an equal way. 
Because, it will have become what we do in these sessions. We will have learnt-by-doing, and the experience will 
have become a part of who we are and how we operate in discussions. And hopefully because we recognise the value 
of such behaviour. 
Content 
I’m not sure how valuable or useful the session was in terms of content,  and providing examples for each other to 
adapt and try. I would like to hear from everyone else what your perception was. 
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A p p e n d i x  C  
A p p e n d i x  o n  C D  
The following additional material is provided on CD: 
Multimedia clips. 
 
 
Process notes. 
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Session plans. 
 
 
Digital version of thesis report. 
 
 
 
 
